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Part C Hearts Betrayed And Blood Revealed 


Chapter One 
A Sacrificial Act Revisited 


Pluck rushed to where Votar watched the contests as she drowned in her own emotions. She had 
to save her people and there was only one way she could, but it would cause her and Votar 
oceans of grief. She entered the Grand Stand and found she wouldn't be alone with Votar; they 
would have an audience as she revealed her devastating revelation. She took a few moments to 
catch her breath and steady her shaky hands. They wouldn't stop shaking since she set her mind 
to complete this grim task. The fate of her people rested on her unsure shoulders and if she 
backed out of the dreadful task before her, Edward and the others would be executed in some 
cruel manner. She found Votar standing within the Grand Stand, suspecting nothing of the 
horrible news she brought. He cut a Jewel Apple with a dagger and ate a piece of the amber flesh. 
For a moment, Pluck wanted to turn and flee the Grand Stand and let her duty to her people 
come in last to her own wants and desires. She wanted Votar. She wanted him to love her and 
for them to be happy together, but... It wasn't her lot. Her fate was sealed the moment she took 
on her cursed form. She saw that Nirva stood next to his Duke. He looked as if he wished for the 
contests to be over so they could put this whole unwanted thing with Man behind them. His wish 
would remain unfulfilled if Pluck had anything to do with it. Kabal stood by Gamemnon's side, 
and she glanced at Pluck as she entered. Kabal waited for the contests to begin again. She must 
think they would be rid of Man once this next contest was decided. How would she react once 
she discovered Man walked among them freely? Gamemnon's gaze never left the arena below. 
Pluck didn't know that he had set his plan into action and all that was left to do was wait for Man 
to fail. "Has Man decided on a new champion?" Votar asked her. "Yes," Pluck answered. Her 
hands still shook so she clasped them together as if praying. No matter how this ended, she would 
hurt Votar and he would hate her forever. "Are they ready to begin?" Votar inquired. "Yes," Pluck 
spoke again as she felt sick, knowing what came next. "Good, where's their champion?" Votar 
asked and turned to her. "Yes," Gamemnon spoke. "What Degar dares challenge my 
warrior?" For a moment, all of time seemed to stand still for Pluck. She could easily change her 
mind and hold her tongue. What did Edward or the others ever do for her? Han was the only one 
who was kind to her, and he died because of something the Morgogs did. The Morgogs... Princess 
Virago was a Morgog, and she had stolen the Kiss from her or was it Edward had insisted Virago 
have it? Those thoughts brought on a flashback of that dreadful day in the Temple when her life 
was changed forever. Edward had stolen the Mystic Rose, and Fairah had appeared and hurled a 
ball of electricity at him. 


Her young heart skipped as Pluck saw that young Edward was in danger and she shouted, "My 
lord!" She rushed toward him and pushed the Prince out of the way as she yelled, "Look out!" The 
actions she took in that mite condemned her to a life of misery. She watched as Edward stubbled 
forward after she pushed him and he landed on the stone floor. He rolled with the fall and came 
to face Pluck as Fairah's energy ball hit her. The magic threw her back, but she didn't fall. 
The power lifted her into the air like a great wind, and Pluck screamed as green electricity surged 
through her tiny body. The power whipped her brown hair about as the roars of Woolly Tigers, 
Fire Lions, Striped Cheetahs, and Ghost Panthers filled the room with unbearable noise. Edward 


covered his ears, but she was too afraid to move and endured the sounds. Pluck wanted Edward 
to come to her rescue; she wanted him to save her as he had done from his cousins. Pluck didn't 
see courage or determination as she had when his cousins were there; all she saw was fear and 
that made her more afraid. She was about to call out to him when a turquoise energy exploded 
from her, blowing the Prince's black hair. He lifted his hand and shielded his face from the torrent. 
The power that exploded from her shredded her dress, ripped it from her body, and she covered 
her nakedness with her arms and knees. "I'm burning!" Pluck shrieked, reaching her hand toward 
the Prince. "Save me!" Edward shook his head as he covered his eyes with his hands and 
screamed, "Make it stop! Han, save me!" He scurried away from her ghastly form after she took 
on the guise of a Necrom. His fear and rejection made Pluck cry all the more and on that day, she 
discovered how he truly felt about her. She was a monster to him, no wonder he gave the Kiss to 
another. 


Pluck pulled from that memory as another came to mind. When they were still on the ships sailing 
to retrieve Princess Virago, Pluck had entered Edward's cabin. The Mystic Rose drew her to its 
glass container and when she neared the container, it shattered, sending glass everywhere. 


Back then, Edward sat up and exclaimed, "By Fletching!" He neared the suspended flower, then 
turned to Pluck, and questioned her as if she was at fault, "What did you do?" Before she could 
answer him, the glass that had scattered about the room, glowed and lifted as if calling to 
one another, and then they gathered around the Mystic Rose. They almost looked like jagged 
crystals dancing about. Each shard found its place as if they were working out a puzzle, and then 
the shards pieced themselves together till they reformed the dome. A bright light shot from the 
container once they had all come together, and then the glow faded. What he saw, unsettled 
Edward. He stared at the reformed dome a few moments more and then he turned to Pluck. She 
was as startled as him and hadn't covered her hand with her glove, allowing Edward to see its 
furry top and the glowing marks on her bare finger before they faded back to their black coloring. 
He grabbed her hand and his touch startled her, so she pulled away, but he didn't let that stop 
him. "That tattoo..." he started as he pointed at her finger in a frenzy and uttered, "I remember 
those markings." He grabbed his head as that forgotten day replayed in his mind, and then he 
said, "I was a boy... | went into this Temple and found the Mystic Rose. | was not alone. A girl was 
with me and her name... Her name was Pluck!" He stepped back from her and accused Pluck, "You 
are a woman!" If only that had been Pluck's only crime. She raised her hand and tried to quiet him 
before he brought the whole ship upon them as she whispered, "Please my lord, lower your 
voice." "But how can you be a High Guard?" Edward yelled. "Women are not allowed!" "My 
prince, is everything all right?" Bulwark asked from the corridor as he prepared to come in on his 
prince's word. "Yes! You are not needed!" Edward yelled and then he scolded Pluck, "Women 
cannot possess weapons. It is forbidden. You shall go in front of the Inquiry." He paced the room 
and said, "| do not understand how Han could have allowed such a thing." A new memory 
interrupted his thoughts, so he glanced at her furry hand and spoke, "Something else happened 
that sun's cycle in the Temple." He noticed her fingers had no nails and grabbed her 
hand, examining her thumb; it and her other fingers had a slit down the middle like a cat. "A 
memory | had forgotten." He pushed the flap of skin aside, finding a claw then appalled by his 
findings, he released her and uttered, "Something horrible. A witch... She cast a spell intended for 
me but..." He didn't finish the sentence. She couldn't believe him. All he thought about was himself 


and the more Edward berated her, the more Pluck grew angry till she finally yelled at him, "You're 
still an ungrateful spoiled brat!" She tapped her chest as she told him, "I pushed you out of the 
way. | protected you!" Her outrage fell him to silence. Never in all his life had anyone yelled at 
him in such a way especially a woman. If he had ever gotten in trouble, a whipping boy was there 
to take the cane. Ina calmer tone, he said, "Yes, |! remember." More and more of the incident he 
had buried long ago surfaced and he spoke, "You saved me by taking my place." His face softened 
as he added, "You were turned into a hideous monster." Pluck said nothing; she needed no 
reminder. She had lived with her hideous form. His shame turned to anger as he shouted, "You 
are not deformed! You are cursed!" It didn't matter to him that she took his place. He was the 
Prince, and she was a peasant. "That is why you cannot show your face." Pluck nodded. He knew 
her secret, but what would he do with it? He had to see, so Edward commanded, "Show me your 
face." She hesitated, fearing how he would react once he saw her again. "Shall | order Bulwark in 
here to do it for you?" He was nothing like she remembered; Edward was cruel. "There's no need 
my lord," Pluck told him as her fear turned to terror and then she pulled back her hood. Edward 
gasped, "By Fletching! You are a beast! A Necrom!" Another fact frightened him. The Prince had 
seen this creature with short beige fur before, so he pointed his finger and accused her, "Fass! You 
are the hideous monster from my dream. You... you are the one slaughtering the men." Terror 
paled his face as he shouted, "You are the reaper of my nightmares!" He stumbled back to his bed 
and exclaimed, "You have come to take me!" Pluck just stood there; she didn't know what to say 
or do. The moment hadn't gone like she envisioned. Edward wasn't grateful for her sacrifice. Her 
fears came true; he rejected her. Pluck pulled her hood up to cover her shame and wondered 
where she could hide. She didn't know; she just had to get out of his presence. 


Pluck pulled from that memory. If she had any doubts Edward despised her, she only had to 
remember that moment. All those ill-willed thoughts washed over her as if she was a ship caught 
in a sea-bound storm. The giant waves of animosity slammed into her and rocked her about till 
Pluck lost all sense of direction and all she felt was pain and misery. Out of the darkness of the 
storm, a ray a light shown down on Pluck and it was a memory of Fairah. It had been two seasons 
since Pluck had been cursed with her horrendous form and she had returned to the Temple and 
called out to the woman who cared for her. 


"Fairah... Fairah, are you there?" "Yes, my child," Fairah replied as she materialized above young 
Pluck. "What is it?" Fairah noticed her burden riddled expression and inquired, "What has trouble 
ye?" "| went beyond the jungle today and came across a group of children playing and..." Fairah 
interrupted her, "Did they see ye? Did they hurt ye in any way?" "No, they never saw me. | obeyed 
your instructions and never showed myself to anyone..." "Ye obeyed my instructions except for 
my instruction to never leave the jungle. Why did ye?" "Forgive me. | heard their laughter and 
wanted to see them. It's so lonely here, | just wanted to... | won't do it again." "If they did not see 
ye, what troubles ye?" Pluck replied, "The children stopped playing when this boy came up to 
them. He only had one arm. The children picked up rocks and threw it at him. Why did they do 
such a mean thing?" "Without knowing the children's hearts, | can only guess they feared what 
was different. Fear and hatred can drive people to horrendous deeds," Fairah told her, and then 
she asked, "Was that what troubles ye?" "No, it was what | did," Pluck admitted. "The children 
left the boy along the road and he was bleeding. | thought about helping him, but | feared | would 
receive the same punishment if they saw me." She paused, looked up to Fairah, and said near 


tears, "Doesn't my inaction make me the same as the children?" Pluck lifted her hands to her face 
and cried into them. Fairah floated down to her, wishing she could wrap her arms around the 
girl. Pluck sobbed for a few moments more, and then she said, "I watched them hurt the boy and 
| watched as he lay there calling for someone to help him. | didn't help him. | was too afraid. My 
fear was greater than my need to help him." "Do not cry, child. You heeded my words and have 
kept yeself save." "But what about the boy? If all we do is worry about keeping ourselves safe, no 
one will help anyone else. | feel so terrible for letting him think no one cared enough to help 
him." "Listen to me, Pluck. Many times in your life a decision like this shall come upon ye. Let your 
heart guide you?" "What if my heart is the one who is afraid? How can I listen to it?" Fairah told 
her, "Let your mind and your soul chime in on the decision. Let the three guide you. Where 
hatred and fear lie, there compassion and courage can also reside." 


Pluck pulled from the memory and decided she couldn't let hatred decide her path. Her people 
needed her and if she didn't act, they would all be lost. She took a step forward as her heart 
pounded. Her resolve started to melt away so she took a deep breath, stepped toward Votar 
again, and told him, "This Degar dares." "What are you doing?" Votar asked her. "How can you 
joke about something like this?" "You jest," Gamemnon said through laughter. "No, | do not," 
Pluck told him as she faced Gamemnon. She couldn't look at Votar just yet; Pluck didn't want to 
see the spark of hatred that would be kindling in his once love-filled eyes. "You can't be Man's 
champion," Kabal insisted and then asked her, "Why would you want to be?" "My sister's correct. 
Why are you joking about this?" Votar questioned Pluck with a hint of frustration in his voice, and 
then he told her as if she didn't know already, "The fight's to the death." He dropped the Jewel 
Apple, took her hand gently in his, and told her, "You shouldn't say such a thing even in fun." She 
squeezed his hand, knowing they would never touch like this again. Pluck felt her eyes water 
overwrought with sorrow that this would be the last time his embrace would be one of love. 
Votar proclaimed his undying devotion to her when they were out on the balcony of his estate. 
Would that love save her when the fires of animosity came to devour her or would that love only 
ignite the flames of revolution? Pluck controlled the sob that wanted to leak from her lips and 
she stated, "I am as | said." Her body quivered as if a chill swept through her bones, but it was 
only a chill of trepidation that inflicted her for soon Votar would know her secret. He would see 
her as a horrible beast and despise her the rest of her life. The love he vowed would... it would... 
it would not save her. Pluck declared, "I'm Man's champion." She could see the horror in Votar's 
face as he shook his head, and Pluck feared the hatred that would follow when he discovered the 
truth. "You can't be," Votar insisted and then nearly yelled, "I don't understand why you want to 
defend those animals, but you can't. Only one of their filthy kind can be their champion." "What 
makes them different from you other than their appearance?" Pluck questioned him as she 
almost broke down and cried. She should have never agreed to go with him to see the King. Pluck 
should have... She should never have fought the three Necrom thugs that harassed the Velum 
couple, and then she would have never met Votar, and she wouldn't be so terribly heartbroken 
now. "I don't understand," Votar spoke and then he inquired, "What do you mean?" "What 
separates the people?" Pluck repeated her question. "Blood," Gamemnon answered as he made 
a fist and then he declared, "Theirs is red like the slime of a Tree Slug." Pluck lovingly took Votar's 
other hand that held the dagger. She wanted to kiss his hand, press it against her cheek 
affectionately, and declare her love for him as he had done when they sat on the Cascade Terrace, 


the balcony over looking the Aqua Falls. She had nearly lost herself in that moment full of 
wonder and longing as he confessed his undying devotion to her, only the fear of receiving her 
deepest wish kept her from pressing her lips to his. Those emotions and her duty to her Prince 
wrestled within herself. She didn't have to say any more; she could pretend as the others 
suggested that she was only playing a twisted joke on the Duke, but then she would be living in 
a lie, a life built upon lie after lie. Pluck wanted so desperately for someone to love her, but she 
wanted them to love her, the woman cursed as a beast. She wanted to sob for what she was 
losing, but she kept her grief and sorrow away from her heart. There would be time later 
to ponder what her decision had cost her. Pluck needed to take action before her heart failed, so 
she leaned to his ear, and whispered to Votar, "I'm sorry." She looked up at him as he glanced 
down at her, and Pluck saw in his citron eyes a warmth and caring she longed for her entire life. 
Would she willingly give this up? Would she fracture the only chance at happiness she had? Votar 
placed a hand to the side of her face and asked her, "For what?" A tear trickled down her cheek 
as Pluck could no longer hold back her anguish. She realized she did love him; she loved Votar 
with all her heart as much as she loved Edward. Why was she cursed to have love turn around 
and stab her in the heart? Pluck mustered up enough control so she could speak without weeping 
and told him, "For any pain, | may cause you." She quickly grabbed the dagger and let the blade 
cut her left hand's index finger. The wound was slight but it cut her deeply, not the actual blade 
but the sorrow she would have to endure. Votar dropped the dagger as if it were a venomous 
insect, and then he uttered, "What are you doing?" In fear, he took her hand as if she had cut off 
her limb. Votar raised the hand, peered at her finger, and saw the red liquid flowing from the cut 
that condemned her. He stared at the crimson plasma as if it were a plague that would wipe out 
his entire people. Votar exclaimed, "It can't be." "It is," Pluck told him and then continued fearful 
she would breakdown in his embrace, "My blood is red." The love in his eyes that was there 
moments ago had vanished as confusion and anger replaced it. Pluck slowly took her hand from 
his. Everything was in the open and there was no turning back for her, so Pluck started with, "You 
wanted to know about my life, who | am." She felt his anger increase as he realized more and 
more of her deception. Pluck wanted to tell him she didn't mean to fool him; she only wanted to 
save her people. She explained to him, "Long ago when | was a child, | was cursed. The form you 
see is a product of that hex. I'm not a Necrom..." Her soul fractured into tiny pieces as she 
declared, "I'm a Woman." "You lie!" Votar yelled as he denied the truth staring back at him. He 
questioned her as if she was lying to him, "Why are you saying these things?" It was as Pluck 
feared. The arrows of hatred Votar had bombarded Man with turned on her and would launch at 
her at any moment. She played a dangerous game. Votar could have her killed and then 
Pluck would have done all of this for nothing. She had to survive long enough to save Edward and 
the others. Pluck pushed her emotions into the depths of her being so she could function, and 
then she was able to answer him, "I'm saying this because it's all true. | am of Man; I have always 
been of Man." The other three moved forward, wanting to see for themselves what Votar and 
Pluck were arguing over. They gasped when they saw the blood on her finger. "What magic is 
this?" Kabal screeched. "You have bewitched us! You have bewitched my brother!" "She's a spy!" 
Gamemnon accused, and then he shouted, "Guards!" Kabal grabbed her brother's arm as she 
told Votar, "Have her arrested! We can't have an animal like her... no. We can't have an animal 
like it roaming among us." Nirva took a step back as he realized this was the secret Pluck had 
been hiding from them. He lifted his head and his arms as he lamented, "A great darkness has 


come over our people. She is a viper, a snake in the sand!" He struck his hands out as if he was 
attacking the wind and his rainbow robe whipped with his movements. Nirva pointed at Pluck as 
rage enveloped his face, and he shouted, "Curse you. Curse you, one of the darkness!" Pluck 
calmly told him, "I already am cursed." Cordon rushed in with a few of his guards and questioned 
Votar, "What has happened?" Gamemnon motioned to Pluck and said, "This... this creature has 
been posing as one of us." Cordon glanced at Gamemnon and then turned to Votar and started, 
"| don't know what you..." Pluck spoke up, coming to her own defense, "I never said | was a 
Necrom." Cordon looked to Gamemnon again and then back to Votar as he questioned, 
"Duke?" Votar stared at Pluck for a long time, and then he ordered, "Escort Pluck down to the 
arena. She's to fight our champion." "I don't understand," Cordon stated as he looked to Nirva 
for guidance. "Just do what | command!" Votar snapped. The captain nodded, and then he and 
Pluck started out when she paused and glanced back. Pluck wasn't sure why she looked back. 
Everything had been said and there was nothing she could do or say to make it right. Votar was 
finished with her as he was finished with the Jewel Apple he had eaten. She hoped to see a 
glimmer of hope in his eyes but all she saw was disgust. Votar turned his back on her, and 
Pluck fought back tears as she began to say something, but decided not to and continued out 
with the captain. "Why did you let her go?" Gamemnon demanded. "You should have killed her 
on the spot. You should have slit her throat and watched that revolting red blood stain the 
floor." "The contest can't be interfered with," Votar told him as he grabbed the back of his chair. 
"Once it's over and if she survives, we will deal with her then." He looked at his hand; he had 
touched her. Votar felt tainted by her touch and squeezed the chair as another realization came 
over him. He nearly kissed her. Gamemnon snarled. It didn't matter if Pluck was allowed to fight. 
She won't survive his champion. He shouted to his champion in the arena below, "Show her no 
mercy!" Nirva waited a few moments, then walked over to the Duke, leaned to his ear, and 
inquired, "Why did the King say he knew her? Why did he vouch for Pluck?" "That's a good 
question," Votar stated as he took his seat, and then he said, "When this is over, I'll ask him." 


Chapter Two 
The First Three Contests 


Pluck followed the captain out of the Grand Stand as he led her to the arena below. Much had 
happened that sun's cycle to bring her to this tragic point. Where had it started? It was the 
contests. Man had to win all four to secure their freedom. It had been the start of a new day, and 
Edward and the others had faith they would win. If only that had been true. 


Earlier that sun's cycle... 


Fracas squinted as he stepped up to the yellow sandy floor of the Arena; the structure was built 
above their cells, and the Duke's Estate towered above the surrounding circle. Fracas shielded 
his eyes from the morning sun as he looked over the crowds sitting around the large stadium. 
They booed the Head Archer and those with him till their clamor rose above the roar of the Aqua 
Falls. The men felt their hatred as the catcalls, hisses, and screams grew loud enough to vibrate 


their bones. Parry and Sinew walked behind Fracas and Ardor as they continued on determined 
to win. They would decide the fate of Man; their skills and their courage would determine all. A 
dozen City Guards armed with spears and wearing broad swords stood around the Arena as they 
continued to the center. A Necrom Archer awaited them there. The white furred Necrom with 
black stripes growled at them as he leaned on a long bow. Another male Necrom who had brown 
fur and a black beard stood beside the one. The brown furred Necrom stepped to the group of 
Man; he was alittle fearful of them. He held a rope in his hand. "I am the Announcer," he declared 
and then he motioned to the other Necrom as he stated, "This is Boas and your archer will face 
him in a battle of skills. The Contest is simple. You each shoot one arrow and the closest to the 
center wins. Our side will shoot first." The Announcer walked to a round target made of leather 
and in its center was a red X. He started from the target, walked back fifty paces, and laid the 
rope out, forming a line. Boas turned to Man and he boasted, "The contest will end here then 
you will die." He walked to the line, positioned himself behind it, drew his bow string, anchored 
it at his chin, and carefully took aim. He released, and the arrow flew, struck the X dead center, 
and the crowd rose to their feet, cheering as Boas lifted his hands in victory. Fracas stepped to 
the line. Boas turned to him as he questioned, "What are you doing? You've lost. It's time for you 
to die." Fracas knocked his arrow to the bow string, and then he stated, "We each get an arrow. 
I'm taking my one shot." He lifted the bow, drew the string back, anchored it at his jaw, and then 
prayed to himself, "Creator... Bless my arrow. There is only one place my point can strike. Guide 
it for my people's sake." He released, the arrow flew, and its steel point struck the Necrom's 
arrow, splitting the shaft down the middle through its head. The crowd fell silent, wondering who 
had won. The Announcer moved to the target, examining the results. Both arrows hit the middle 
so how could he make a decision? He decided since it was a tie that the arrow to hit first won. 
The Announcer cleared his throat to speak to the crowd when a slight breeze blew by him. The 
wind nudged Boas' arrow, and the split shafts fell to the ground as the Announcer frowned and 
lifted his voice as he declared, "Man has won! We move to the second contest." The crowd 
booed, rising to their feet. They roared and shook their fists as if they would riot. Votar stood in 
the Grand Stand, motioned for the people to quiet and once they did, he addressed them, "The 
Announcer is just in his decision. We move to the next contest." He sat as the crowd 
murmured their opinions to one another. Pluck stood beside the Duke of Shangra. She was tense 
and anxious. One trial had been completed and there were still three to go. Dread filled her heart. 
If her people lost just one contest, they would be put to death, and there was nothing she could 
do but watch. Votar noticed her anxiety, gently grabbed her hand, and told her, "Don't worry. 
They only won one; the Necroms will be victorious, and Man will be wiped from our land 
again." She squeezed his hand and faked a smile as Pluck spoke sincerely, "May the Creator be 
on our side." 


On the Arena floor... 


The Announcer directed the four men to stand against the wall as a maze was set up and once it 
was completed, they were directed to move to its only entrance. A red furred Necrom walked 
out to the floor as two Velums came behind him pulling a small cage on a cart. A baby Hat'Call, 
which was the featherless swamp birds the Mud People used as riding animals, squawked 
within. "I'm Crimson," the Necrom declared as he glared at Man. "Your defeat lies with me." "The 
contest is simple," the Announcer started. "Each tracker will be blind folded, the young 


Hat'Call will be released into the maze and at my word, you will track the bird. The first to capture 
this intelligent creature wins." "Hold one moment," Ardor demanded, and then he stated, "That 
is not fair. We track with our eyesight. You have clearly given us the disadvantage." "Rules of the 
Walk of the Gauntlet clearly state if a handicap is to be given, then each contestant will receive 
it, not that it should be fair." Sinew watched the Hat'Call with great interest as the Velums placed 
the bird with thick brown fur at the entrance of the maze. A Velum stepped forward and opened 
its door, and then the young Hat'Call calmly walked out. Sinew studied the bird as it glanced 
around the arena not a bit afraid. It wasn't until one of the toadstools pretended to lunge for the 
bird, did the Hat'Call race off into the labyrinth. "Do not worry, Grand Commander," Sinew spoke 
as he ran his hand over his once again shaven head. He told him, "It will be alright. | believe | can 
win." Ardor stepped back along with Fracas and Parry as the next contest began. Sinew and the 
red furred Necrom lined up at the entrance as the Velums placed black hoods over their heads. 
Crimson leaned forward, preparing to leap into the maze once the contest began so that he may 
take the lead. Sinew stood there as if he was preparing to count to ten before he played some 
children's hiding game. The Velums nodded to the Announcer, and the Announcer shouted, 
"Begin!" Crimson ran ahead with clawed hands stretched before him as he picked up the scent 
of the Hat'Call. He sensed he had taken the lead and wouldn't give it up. Sinew walked slowly 
forward, searched with his hands for the wall and once he found it, he followed it till it intersected 
with another passage. When he found the intersection he stopped, positioned himself in the 
middle, and then he listened. Parry leaned to the Head Archer and then he questioned, "What is 
the little man doing? Surely he knows if he doesn't move he'll never catch the bird." "I don't 
know," Fracas replied as he stroked his pointed red beard, and then he stated, "Maybe he has a 
plan." Ardor nervously rubbed his hands, wondering what Sinew was doing. Their lives depended 
on him, and he just stood there. He wanted to shout at him to get off his Fass and capture the 
creature, but he held his tongue. Crimson tracked the Hat'Call to a back room. The crowd saw 
the young bird pecking at the sand, and a hush fell over them as they anticipated the creature's 
capture. Crimson heard the happy clucks of the Hat'Call, and then the Necrom growled as he 
prepared to pounce on the bird. Crimson's growl alerted the Hat'Call, it silenced its clucking, then 
the Necrom lunged, and the bird leaped over him, running out of the room. The Hat'Call flapped 
its wings a couple of times as it fled. Sinew heard the Necrom and the Hat'Call running about the 
maze. He waited as he prayed the creature would remember how it entered the labyrinth and 
come to him. He muttered, "It's the only chance | have..." He thought about the others, and then 
he muttered again, "It's the only chance we have." His failed attempts to capture the Hat'Call 
irritated Crimson, so he roared his frustration and then chased after the fast bird. Crimson lost it 
in the maze and had to stop and take up its scent again. Sinew heard the pat-pat steps of the bird 
as it neared him, so he crouched and hoped the bird would leap over him to escape. The Hat'Call 
saw him and did. Sinew heard the bird above him, then stood, and reached for its legs in a frenzy 
of feathers and limbs. He managed to grab one leg and wrestled the bird to the ground. Sinew 
dared not remove his hood and called out, "I have him! | have him!" The crowd fell silent, shocked 
Man won their second contest as the Announcer walked to the squawking Hat'Call. Sinew held 
tight to the bird as it kicked and squirmed. The Announcer lifted his voice and declared, "Man is 
victor of this contest." Ardor, Parry, and Fracas ran to their friend and helped him to his feet after 
he released the Hat'Call. Fracas removed his hood as the others patted his back. Their celebration 
was short lived as guards forced them out of the maze and against the wall of the arena for a 


second time. The Necroms removed the labyrinth and set up a large circular platform that stood 
five hands above the sand. Once they finished, the Announcer looked to Man and then told them, 
"Send your wrestler." Parry cracked his knuckles and said, "I'm up." He walked on to the platform 
and then to the center of the circle. A gray furred Necrom about Sinew's height stood there 
waiting for him. Parry sized him up, smiled, and then stated in a laugh, "Are you my 
opponent?" The Necrom grinned before he replied, "No, I'm the trainer." He motioned behind 
him to the far entrance and then he declared, "Kong comes now." A large slobbering Necrom 
emerged, puffed out his chest, beat it with his massive fists, and then headed for the platform. 
The crowd went wild as Kong displayed his power. The ground trembled under his weight as Kong 
neared Parry. Kong stepped on to the platform and made his way to Man as his trainer left. He 
looked as if he would tear the Man apart at any moment as Kong breathed in and out like some 
rabies inflicted tiger. Parry's mouth gaped as he stared up at the gray-black furred Necrom who 
towered over him six hands. He uttered, "You're a big fella." Ardor turned to his Second and then 
he stated, "That thing must be three times Parry's weight. How can he defeat it?" Fracas sized up 
the Necrom and then he said, "We're dead." The Announcer lifted his voice and spoke, "There is 
no choking, biting, or clawing. The first to leave the platform loses." He raised his hand and 
shouted, "Begin!" Kong roared, charged Parry, and then slammed into him with his shoulder. He 
rammed into him like an angry Mountain Goat and sent the Man flying across the platform. Parry 
landed just short of the edge, stood, and rubbed his jaw as Kong pounded his chest. Parry ran for 
the Necrom, locked hands with him, and the Necrom's strength bore down on him. Kong 
slammed the Man to the platform's floor, and Parry lay there dazed. "Get up!" Ardor commanded 
and then he shouted, "Get up you Blond Ox!" Parry's eyes blinked open as he stared at the blurry 
figure before him and then he moaned. Kong grabbed the Man's head with his massive hand and 
lifted him in the air. Parry grabbed at his hairy arm, trying to free himself as Kong laughed at him 
and raised his fist to smash the Man's mouth. Parry swung his feet up, kicking the Necrom in the 
face, and Kong dropped him and then grabbed his bloodied nose. Parry ran behind him and 
climbed onto his back as he remembered Pluck and her fight with the Dreadgon. He placed his 
hands over the Necrom's eyes, and Kong went wild and thrashed about, trying to rip the 
nuisance from his back. The Necrom roared and grabbed at Parry, but was unable to pry the Man 
off. When Kong neared the edge of the platform, Parry released and kicked off the Necrom. Kong 
fell forward from the force and landed on the sand as the Man landed on the platform. Parry 
turned to the Announcer as he rubbed his sore jaw. "Man's the winner," the Announcer 
proclaimed, and the crowd booed the arena. Parry staggered over to Ardor and the others and 
once he reached them, he said, "Now that was a fight." He took one more step and collapsed at 
their feet. Ardor knelt to him and checked on his friend. "Is he?" Sinew asked. "No," the Grand 
Commander replied. "He is only unconscious. You and Sinew take him below so he may be 
attended to." Fracas and Sinew nodded, grabbed their fallen comrade's arms, and carried him off 
the arena. Ardor glared up at the Grand Stand and to the Necrom Dukes as he vowed, "Now it's 
my turn and by the Creator, | shall not fail." 


In the Grand Stand... 


"Fass!" Gamemnon yelled as he slammed his fist on the ledge. "I knew we shouldn't have allowed 
this Walk of the Gauntlet. They need only win this last contest and..." Pluck glanced at him when 
he yelled and then she turned her attention back to the arena. Votar turned to him and said, "| 


thought you were confident of the warrior | allowed you to choose for this fight. Do you believe 
he could lose?" "No. He's from my elite unit. It's only that... Ahh..." Gamemnon uttered as he 
stood. "The Crell with it! | need some fresh air before the fight. Tell Kabal when she comes back 
| will return shortly." Gamemnon left the Grand Stand; he would ensure their victory. 


Chapter Three 
The Fourth Contest 


Kabal looked around the Grand Stand as she returned, and then she questioned her brother, 
"Where's Gamemnon?" "He excused himself some time ago, but he said he would return," her 
brother answered. "What's keeping him?" Kabal questioned as she stepped out in the hall and 
searched for him again. She stated, "The final contest is about to start." Votar liked that his sister 
took an interest in his friend, knowing Gamemnon would make a good mate for her if they so 
desired. He asked her, "Would you like me to send someone to look for him?" "Yes," Kabal replied 
and then she looked to Pluck, hoping her brother would send her. Votar turned to Cordon and 
then nodded to Nirva. The Advisor stood along with the captain and they went out. Kabal sighed 
as she sat. She placed her head on her hand as her elbow rested on the chair's arm. Pluck stared 
at the arena floor, so much depended on Ardor winning. She looked to Votar as the wind swept 
through his platinum hair, and he turned to her. "Don't worry it will be over soon," he told her as 
if their concerns were the same. He watched her for a few moments. Somehow when this was 
over, Votar would find a way to keep Pluck by his side. He would do so no matter what he must 
do. Votar was right. Pluck smiled back at him. It would be over soon. No matter how it turned 
out, the life she had with the Necroms and with Votar would be over. If Ardor wins, they would 
set sail for Kismet. If he should fail... She would... She would lose her life along with her Prince. 


Elsewhere in the arena... 


Nirva searched the empty corridors of the Judgment Ring that were dark and faintly lit by torches. 
The Advisor searched the long passages till he heard voices and stopped by a junction, spotting 
the Duke of Torlawn some distance away. Gamemnon talked with a Necrom and handed him a 
leather bag. Nirva moved into the shadows as the Necrom took the bag, opened it, and gold 
glittered in the fire light. The Necrom nodded to Gamemnon and tucked the payment out of sight. 
Nervous of the transaction, Gamemnon glanced around, but he didn't spot the Advisor. "Just be 
ready," Gamemnon told the other Necrom and then he added, "I won't let Man interfere with my 
plans." "I will be ready," the Necrom assured him and then left. Gamemnon waited a few 
moments and then headed in the direction of the Advisor. Nirva pressed himself against the wall, 
hiding in the shadows as the Duke of Torlawn walked by then after a few moments, Nirva 
followed him as Gamemnon headed for the Grand Stand. "There you are," Kabal spoke, and then 
she took the Duke of Torlawn's arm as he sat next to her. She said, "You nearly missed the 
beginning of the fight." Gamemnon touched her black furry cheek with the back of his hand, and 
then told her, "I wouldn't miss this." Nirva walked in, gave the Duke of Torlawn a suspicious 
glance, and then he sat. What was Gamemnon up to? Should he tell Votar what he saw? Cordon 


also returned and took his place to guard Votar. The sun rose high above the arena as the Aqua 
Falls roared in the distance. Below the Grand Stand, Ardor walked out, wearing Vim's black 
leather armor and he gripped the Flamberge Sword. The steel glinted in the sunlight as the 
Morgog Second stepped with him. "Remember what I've taught you," Vim told him. He was 
anxious as if he was the one to battle and said, "You are not fighting with the rapier." Vim started 
to leave and added, "We don't know how these beasts fight. If you have to, forsake your belief in 
fair play and do what you must to survive. We're depending on you." Vim went back down the 
steps, leaving the arena and then turned to watch as Ardor secured the straps holding the black 
spiked armor. Across from the Grand Commander, a shirtless Necrom walked out, and the crowd 
cheered with excitement. The Necrom held a weapon Ardor didn't recognize. A curved blade 
five hands long topped a pole with a metal ball at the other end. The Necrom rested the pole- 
sword on the ground, and the blade rose above his furry head. The Announcer made his way to 
the middle of the arena floor. "This contest will determine the fate of Man," the Announcer yelled 
to the crowd. "It's to the death." He looked to the challengers and told them, "This is one on one, 
so no armor bearers or any others may assist you. You may only use the weapons you have 
brought with you and once | have left, you are to begin." Both of them nodded their 
understanding, and the Announcer walked off the floor. Ardor made his way to the Necrom 
warrior who was covered with charcoal gray fur and had very short white hair. Leather straps 
crossed his furry bare chest in an X, and he wore black pants. The Necrom sized up the smaller 
Man. "You're their best," the warrior said in a laugh. "I'm Jambar of the Elite Warriors and first 
son of Vehom." He held up his pole-sword and stated, "This is Windroar; it's the fabled blade of 
magic and for hundreds of seasons, my pride has wielded it. Never has one been defeated who 
has wielded this weapon in battle, and now I hold the weapon, defending the Necroms' honor. 
I'll not be beaten." Ardor adjusted his bulky armor and sliced his heavy sword through the air, 
warming up. He asked the Necrom, "Are you going to talk me to death?" Jambar growled, twirling 
the metal pole around his body with such great force it howled. With one hand gripping the metal 
ball, he swung the bladed end at the Man's throat, and Ardor blocked with his sword. The force 
of the blow rang out as Ardor took a few steps back unbalanced by the attack. "If he is able to 
strike from such a great distance, | shall never get close enough to deliver a blow," Ardor 
muttered to himself. "I must make the battle more intimate." "Are you afraid?" Jambar 
jeered. "I'm not the one who fears nearing his opponent," Ardor returned. The Necrom roared, 
charged, stabbed several times with the pole-sword, and then spun, hitting Ardor in the head 
with the ball end. Ardor fell with the blow and looked up stunned as his vision blurred then 
returned to normal. The Necrom danced about. What form of combat was it? Ardor quickly got 
to his feet, and then he rubbed his head, feeling the wetness of blood. He couldn't worry about 
his wound and readied himself for another attack. Jambar laughed and then told him, "A child 
could block that blow. You are not worthy of my blade." In the Grand Stand, Gamemnon stood 
and he yelled, "Why does he toy with the Man?" He shouted, "Finish him!" Nirva stroked his 
braided beard, debating whether to tell Votar about what he saw. What did Gamemnon have 
planned? Was Gamemnon after Man or Votar? They were friends so surely he wasn't after 
Votar but there was the issue of who would be King next. Pluck moved to the edge of the Grand 
Stand and watched the Grand Commander fight as dread filled her heart. He had to win. All would 
be lost if he didn't. Kabal pressed close to Gamemnon. He had more passion than her brother 
over this final contest. Could this strong male be her way to power? Votar remained seated, 


knowing nothing he did would change the outcome of the fight. What if Man won? Their arrival 
to his world changed the peace he envisioned for Wellspring. Even if his warrior won, there were 
still those massing on MayPah Beach. He requested reinforcements from the King to 
defend Shangra, but they couldn't stay on the defensive forever. They would have to attack and 
make sure none of them escaped. Down on the arena floor, Jambar frowned as he heard the 
Duke of Torlawn. He wanted to have more fun with the Man. Jambar looked to the Grand Stand 
and declared, "The crowd did come for a show, so I'll let them see why my weapon's known as 
Windroar." He struck the ball on the ground, and the weapon glowed like amethyst as a funnel 
of wind formed, surrounding the Necrom. It whipped the sand and his short white hair then 
Jambar lifted Windroar with one hand, and the funnel rose with the pole-sword. He swiped the 
weapon, and the small cyclone struck the Man, consuming him. Ardor spun in the whirlwind, 
hitting the wall of the arena several times. Jambar struck Windroar's ball on the ground, and the 
cyclone dissipated. Ardor fell, holding his side, and the crowd rose to their feet, cheering with 
delight. "That was but a tyke," Jambar declared as he lifted his head with pride and soaked in the 
praise. "If | wanted, | could consume the Judgment Ring." "Magic," Ardor spat. "You're using 
magic." "Do you have a law against such?" Jambar inquired, and then he stated, "Let us end this 
contest. |grow’ tired of you." He lifted the  pole-sword above his 
head. Ardor remembered what Vim had told him and his words repeated in his mind, "We don't 
know how these beast fight. If you have to, forsake your belief in fair play, and do what you must 
to survive. We're depending on you." Ardor ignored the pain in his side and charged the Necrom 
with his sword held high. Jambar blocked the sword and his eyes widened as the Man released 
his weapon and tackled the Necrom, knocking him tothe ground. Jambar slammed hard, 
dropping his pole-sword. Straddling the beast, Ardor punched his face several times and then he 
grabbed the Windroar. He raised the Necrom's weapon over his head ready to deliver the death 
blow as the crowd fell silent. Votar rose to his feet in disbelief. Ardor yelled, bringing the weapon 
down to kill Jambar when an arrow struck him in the back. Ardor cried out for the pain and fell 
forward. Jambar pushed the Man from him, stood, grabbed his weapon, and raised the pole- 
sword to strike the Man. The tide of battle had quickly changed. The Necroms were about to win 
and Gamemnon could taste the power he yearned for. With Man gone, he could continue with 
his plans. "Stop!" Votar commanded. "Stop the fight!" Jambar snarled, stepping back from the 
Man as Vim and Melee rushed out to Ardor. Gamemnon growled and then questioned, "Why did 
you stop him?" "Someone interfered with the contest," Votar stated, enraged by the hidden 
assassin's actions. "What does it matter? We nearly won," Gamemnon stated, and then shouted 
to his warrior, "Finish the Man!" Jambar sneered and raised Windroar. Melee and Vim readied 
themselves to defend Ardor even though they were weaponless. "No!" Votar commanded. The 
warrior ignored him, and Votar pointed at him, shouting, "Crossbows!" Over a dozen City Guards 
appeared, pointing their weapons at Jambar. The Necrom warrior roared his frustration and 
stepped back. Votar glared at his friend and then he stated, "I declare this contest void. Another 
must take place." He turned to Cordon and commanded him, "Find who shot that arrow." The 
Captain of the Guards headed out as he barked orders to his men. Pluck turned to Votar and 
questioned him, "What happens now?" "Man must pick another to challenge our champion. 
They'll have a nal to decide." "But Ardor was their best. The contest won't be fair," Pluck told him 
and then started, "How..? Votar controlled his rage and told her, "That's the best | can do." "I'll 
inform them," Pluck said and then she left. Sometime later, Cordon appeared with a few of his 


men, and they had a Necrom in custody. Cordon told his Duke, "My guards found him trying to 
leave the Judgment Ring through one of the underground tunnels. He had a bag of gold on 
him." "You were hired," Votar stated and then he asked, "Who hired you?" The assassin looked 
to Gamemnon and turned back to the Duke of Shangra as he declared, "I'll not tell." He broke 
free of the guards and reached into his garments for a weapon. Gamemnon grabbed a spear from 
one of the fallen City Guards and ran the assassin through. The assassin stared wide eyed at him. 
"| would have never told," he gasped, gripping the weapon and died. Nirva looked to the dead 
Necrom then to the Duke of Torlawn as his blue-gray eyes narrowed. He had to tell Votar, but 
now wasn't the time. 


Chapter Four 


The Secret Revealed 


Pluck entered the prison and quickly went to her people. Vim and Melee had carried Ardor to the 
cell and there, Zung had found a Femor doctor to tend to him. The walking stick creature treated 
the Grand Commander's wound as she entered. "I wouldn't bother," a Necrom guard jeered. 
"Man will soon be put to death. Why heal one so he can die later?" The guard chuckled and 
walked off on his rounds as a few more guards joined in on his laughter. The Femor ignored the 
Necrom and continued to diligently work on the Grand Commander. The walking stick prepared 
a knife to remove the arrow and heated the blade over three Blistering Coals he'd brought in in 
an iron bucket. The tip of the blade glowed red as he sterilized it. Pluck walked over to Ardor, and 
she found him on his stomach unconscious. She looked around at the faces of her people, seeing 
they were disheartened. Over in a corner, Vim was urging Edward and Virago to let him be their 
champion. "Aside from Ardor, l'm our people's best hope. You must let me fight," Vim said as he 
looked to the Princess. "I didn't object when none of the Morgogs were selected for the 
contests." He stared at both of them as he said, "I believe in your wisdom and now | ask that you 
consider me. Who else can be our champion?" Ardor moaned as the Femor cut into his flesh as 
Melee, Parry, Sinew, and Fracas held down the commander. The doctor removed the arrow, 
examined the head, and smelled it with his antennae. The doctor stated, "No poison." He 
examined the injury and then said, "The Grand Commander should survive if no infection sets 
in." He heated the knife till the blade was super hot and cauterized the wound. Pluck smelled the 
burnt flesh as it filled the cell. She covered her panther nose, hearing the Morgog Second plead 
again. "Of all your warriors, who else can be our champion?" Vim questioned as he put his hand 
to his chest and stated, "I am our best hope." The Lux on Pluck's back began flashing and 
illuminated the dark cell. Dread overcame her as everyone turned, mesmerized by the light. She 
unstrapped the sword and grabbed ahold of the scabbard and with 
each flash, the lettering of the blade shown through the black leather. The Lux, the Lightning Sw 
ord. A new inscription shown through. A hope in a time of Darkness. The sword told her what 
she already knew; it told her what she feared the sun's cycle would come to. Pluck walked to the 
Prince and declared, "I will be our champion." She pleaded her case as she spoke, "I was trained 
by Han. He said | was second only to Ardor." She looked to Vim and told him, "Even if you're 


better with the sword than I, I'm cursed with this form." Pluck showed Vim her open palm as she 
said, "With it I'm agile and strong and that along with the Lux, makes me the better choice. Would 
you not agree?" Vim tightened his jaw and nodded. Again someone else would be chosen, but 
what could he say? This wasn't a matter of honor, but a matter of survival. Edward shook his 
head and stated, "We cannot allow the Necroms to know who you are. They shall kill you before 
you have a chance to defend us." "That isn't true," Zung interrupted, flying to them from the 
Femor's side as his green glow lit up their faces. "Once a champion has been declared, they can't 
stop whomever or do anything to whomever till after the fight." He scratched his translucent jade 
chin with two of his four hands as he added, "Even then | believe they can do nothing. The pact 
under the Walk of the Gauntlet should protect her." "Believe? Should?" Edward uttered as he 
paced the cell, and then he exclaimed, "Those are no guarantees! | can't put Pluck in 
danger." "The KellyZing's right my lord," Pluck said. "At this point, it doesn't matter. | must. If we 
lose, what good is it to have someone on the inside?" "That is not what | meant," Edward told 
her as he turned and looked to her with his piercing blue eyes. "When the Necrom's discover who 
you are, they shall kill you. | do not believe the pact shall save you. | cannot allow that to 
happen." "We cannot," Virago added and took her husband's hand. Pluck smiled. Edward did care 
about her. Pluck said, "My lord, it's beyond what you want or what I want. Our people must come 
first. | believe I'm our best hope." She looked to Vim, asking again, "What do you think?" He 
replied, "She's right. Our skills may be equal or | may be the better swordsman, but with 
her added strength and the magical weapon the Beast..." He paused, letting the last word drift 
away, and then he stated, "Pluck is our best chance." Edward sighed, raking his hand through his 
shoulder length raven-black hair. Would all his decisions be this hard? He commanded, "Then 
make it so." 


x k * 


Votar grew hungry, waiting on the final contest to begin again, so he ordered a servant to bring 
in fruit. Votar selected a Jewel Apple, then took a dagger, and cut into the amber flesh. He noticed 
Gamemnon was grinning and wondered if it was over Kabal who was next to his friend. They 
would make a fine couple as much as he and... Pluck entered the Grand Stand, and Votar glanced 
at her before he turned his attention back to the arena. He still needed to speak with the King 
and plead his case so that Pluck could remain in Shangra with him. Votar wanted to tell the King, 
Pluck was the one he selected. He would have her as his queen if only she would concede. There 
was no fathomable reason why they couldn't be together even if she was a High Guard. "Has Man 
decided on a new champion?" Votar asked her as he looked to her again and noticed something 
troubled her. He wanted to ask her what it was, but Pluck was a very private person and with 
Nirva and the others there, they had no privacy. "Yes," Pluck answered. Votar turned to the arena 
and questioned her, "Are they ready to begin?" "Yes," she told him. "Good, where's their 
champion?" Votar asked as he turned back to her, not wanting to have her out of his sight for too 
long. "Yes," Gamemnon chimed in and then questioned, "What Degar dares challenge my 
warrior?" Votar waited for her answer; he had no idea which Man would be selected nor did he 
care. He only wanted the matter taken care of, so they may take care of Man. The vile creatures 
had plagued his land long enough; he couldn't stand the idea of having them there any longer. 
Votar noticed Pluck hadn't answer yet. He was about to say something when she replied, "This 
Degar dares." Did she just state she would be their champion? What was Pluck doing? How could 


she joke about something like this? Did she have some twisted side to her he didn't know about? 
Votar had known her only a few sun's cycles, so there could be things about her he didn't know. 
He would be pleased to discover them and even if she had a twisted sense of humor, was now 
the time to play such a joke? Gamemnon loudly laughed and then he stated, "You jest." Pluck 
told him, "No, | do not." Votar didn't like what he was hearing. Surely she jests. Why else would 
she say such a thing? "You can't be Man's champion," his sister insisted, and then Kabal 
questioned, "Why would you want to be?" "My sister's correct. Why are you joking about this?" 
Votar questioned Pluck with a hint of frustration in his voice and then he told her as if she didn't 
know already, "The fight's to the death." He dropped the Jewel Apple he had been eating, and its 
core rolled about the floor. He gently took her hand as if he was saving her from a fall and told 
her, "You shouldn't say such a thing even in fun." She squeezed his hand and told him, "I am as | 
said." Her hand trembled in his grasp and Votar wanted to wrap his arms around her and protect 
her from some unseen enemy. Votar would do anything to protect her, but he had to know who 
the enemy was. "I'm Man's champion," Pluck declared. Her declaration sent Votar whirling in 
anger and frustration as he insisted, "You can't be." He felt her tremble again and wondered if 
Man had coaxed her into this. Did they have something over her? Those vile creatures would pay! 
But first, Pluck had to tell him what was wrong; he couldn't do anything until she did, so he stated, 
"| don't understand why you want to defend those animals, but you can't. Only one of their 
filthy kind can be their champion." He saw her eyes water and wondered for a moment if he was 
the cause. No... It had to be Man who caused her such anguish. Votar would destroy them, but 
first, he must console her. He had to... Pluck asked, interrupting his thoughts, "What makes them 
different from you other than their appearance?" "I don't understand," Votar stated and then he 
asked, "What do you mean?" "What separates the people?" Pluck questioned. "Blood," 
Gamemnon answered, making a fist. "Theirs is red like the slime of a Tree Slug." Pluck gently took 
Votar's hand that held the dagger, and her touch was the sweetest thing he had 
ever experienced. He would wrap his arms around her if not for the others there. His heart 
pounded in his chest. He wanted to lean to her and embrace her with his lips. She whispered to 
him, "I'm sorry." He looked down at her, wanting to wipe away her anguish. If only she would tell 
him what bothered her, then he could rectify the situation no matter what it was. He had vowed 
in his heart to love her and be there for her when she needed him the most. Votar placed a hand 
to the side of her face, resisting the urge to throw proper etiquette aside and kiss her with all his 
passion. He asked her, "For what?" Votar watched as a tear trickled down her cheek. Those vile 
creatures! Man had done something to her and he would make them pay! Pluck answered him, 
"For any pain, | may cause you." Before he knew what she was doing, Pluck quickly grabbed the 
dagger and let the blade cut her. Votar dropped the knife as if he had just killed someone and 
then he uttered, "What are you doing?" He took her hand, afraid she had seriously injured 
herself, and he looked at her finger and saw the crimson plasma. Votar didn't know what he saw 
at first, preoccupied with her injury and then it slowly sunk in. The love and fear he felt for her 
stopped dead in their tracks as new feelings replaced those. Votar exclaimed, "It can't be." "It is," 
Pluck told him and then she said, "My blood is red." She took her hand from his grasp as 
she spoke, "You wanted to know about my life, who | am." Pluck paused, and then she said, "Long 
ago when | was a child, | was cursed. The form you see is a product of that hex. I'm not a 
Necrom..." She declared, "I'm a Woman." His world collapsed in on itself; the person he loved 
was a... Pluck was a... Outrage and confusion surfaced and dominated his state of mind. None of 


it was true. She somehow tricked him to believe she was of Man and Votar shouted, "You lie!" 
He couldn't understand why she would do something like this. Had he done something to Pluck 
to make her want to deceive him? Even if he unknowingly had, why did she pick this outrageous 
claim to get back at him? He questioned her, "Why are you saying these things?" "I'm saying this 
because it's all true. | am of Man; | have always been of Man." Votar looked into her face and 
finally realized she was telling him the truth. Pluck was one of those vile creatures. His outrage 
and confusion faded away as hatred consumed his being. Votar had offered her everything and 
she threw it back in his face. No, Pluck did more than that. She deceived him, wormed her way 
into his life and for what? She was after something. Was it his crown? He loved her and she did 
this to him. No, he couldn't have loved her. Pluck bewitched him somehow. Gamemnon, Kabal, 
and Nirva stepped forward, wanting to see for themselves the blood, and they gasped when they 
beheld it. "What magic is this?" Kabal screeched. "You have bewitched us! You have bewitched 
my brother!" "She's a spy!" Gamemnon shouted, "Guards!" Kabal grabbed her brother's arm and 
told him, "Have her arrested! We can't have an animal like her... No, we can't have an animal like 
it roaming among us." Nirva lamented, "A great darkness has come over our people. She is a 
viper, a snake in the sand! Curse you. Curse you, one of the darkness!" Pluck told him, "I already 
am cursed." Cordon rushed in with a few of his guards and he questioned Votar, "What has 
happened?" Gamemnon motioned to Pluck and told Cordon, "This... this creature has been 
posing as one of us." Cordon glanced at Gamemnon and then turned to Votar and started, "I 
don't know what you..." Pluck spoke up, coming to her own defense, "I never said | was a 
Necrom." Cordon looked to Gamemnon again and then back to Votar as he questioned, 
"Duke?" Votar never took his eyes off of Pluck since she cut her own finger. His hatred increased 
and he wanted to kill her on the spot. How dare a filthy creature like her stand in his presence as 
if nothing had changed. Votar wanted to grab the dagger he had dropped and run it through her 
heart. He should kill her, but he was the Duke of Shangra and couldn't let his emotions dictate 
his actions. Votar calmed himself and ordered Cordon, "Escort Pluck down to the arena. She's to 
fight our champion." "| don't understand," the captain stated as he looked to Nirva for 
guidance. "Just do what | command!" Votar snapped. The captain nodded, and then he and Pluck 
started out when she paused and glanced back at him. Votar wasn't sure why she looked back at 
him. Did she still believe she had a chance at his heart, at his crown? The vulgar creature looked 
at him as if she was sincerely sorry it had all come about. Votar wouldn't believe her act any more 
and turned his back on her. He heard them leave and Votar remained staring at the arena 
below. After some time, Gamemnon demanded, "Why did you let her go? You should have killed 
her on the spot. You should have slit her throat and watched that revolting red blood stain the 
floor." "The contest can't be interfered with," Votar told him as he grabbed the back of his chair. 
He wanted to rip into something so he squeezed the chair harder. "Once it's over and if she 
survives, we will deal with her then." How would Votar deal with her? Pluck posed as a Necrom 
and claimed to be a High Guard. He fell for her charm and grew close to her. Votar glanced at his 
hand; he had touched the vile creature. Votar felt contaminated by her touch and squeezed the 
chair as another realization came over him. He nearly kissed her. Nirva waited a few moments, 
then walked over to the Duke, leaned to his ear, and inquired, "Why did the King say he knew 
her? Why did he vouch for Pluck?" "That's a good question," Votar stated as he took his seat and 
then he said, "When this is over, I'll ask him." Why did the King vouch for her? Had Pluck 
bewitched him also? Whatever power she had over them, Votar would destroy it. He glanced at 


the Necrom warrior in the arena. Maybe he wouldn't have to do a thing. Pluck could die by the 
hand of Gamemnon's warrior and then this whole mess would be settled. 


Chapter Five 


Windroar Versus The Lux 


Cordon walked her down from the Grand Stand and then alone, Pluck walked to the middle of 
the arena as the crowd fell silent, not understanding what was happening. Why was a female 
Necrom standing inthe place of Man? What was their Duke thinking to let such a thing 
happen? Jambar saw what he thought was a female Necrom, then approached her, and 
questioned, "What is this?" He turned to the Announcer and inquired of him, "When did we start 
allowing females to fight?" Another realization struck Jambar and he tilted his head, looked to 
Pluck, then turned back to the Announcer, and stated, "I thought only one of Man could fight me. 
What is she doing out here?" Hearing his warrior, Gamemnon shouted from the Grand Stand, 
"She's a Woman disguised as a Necrom." "What do you mean?" Jambar yelled back. "She is using 
witchcraft to take on her Necrom appearance. She is really a Woman; her blood will attest to that 
when you slice her open," Gamemnon explained to him and then he demanded, "You must 
destroy her. Kill her so we may annihilate Man!" The crowd murmured and their mutterings grew 
to a boo as a few Necroms called for the death of the spy. The Announcer proclaimed the 
beginning of the match, and the crowd screamed for her blood. Many of the Necroms among the 
crowd wanted to rush the arena floor to claw off their own chunk of flesh, but they remembered 
the Duke's quick action against Jambar to make the warrior obey him with the crossbow 
armed City Guards. The crowd knew anyone who interfered with the contest would be severely 
punished if not killed on the spot. For now, they would have to be satisfied with screaming and 
shouting at the spy. Jambar leaned on his weapon as he stared at Pluck and then he complained, 
"First | faced a Man and now | face an abomination." He pointed Windroar's blade at her and he 
declared, "You will die, female or not." He slammed the ball end of the pole-sword on the sand 
and then he proclaimed, "I'm Jambar of the Elite Warriors and first son of Vehom." He held up 
his weapon, smoothing his hand over the metal as he explained, "This is Windroar; it's the fabled 
blade of magic and for hundreds of seasons, my pride has wielded it. Never has one been 
defeated who has welded this weapon in battle, and now | hold the weapon, defending the 
Necroms' honor. I'll not be beaten." He then added, "Not by one such as you." "He does babble," 
Pluck mumbled as she unstrapped the Lux's scabbard and unsheathed the sword. Lightning 
flashed and thunder rumbled as she threw the black leather scabbard to the side and gripped 
the hand-and-a-half sword with both hands. She ignored the sadness and anxiety pressing 
against her chest. She had to win the contest, so she focused on that task. No matter the cost, 
Pluck had to win and then she could deal with her feelings. Jambar raised his white eyebrow, 
astonished to see her sword, and then he spoke, "You also possess a weapon of magic?" He 
snarled and then he declared, "No matter. Your sword is no match for Windroar." Jambar struck 
the ball end of his weapon on the ground again, and the pole-sword glowed like amethyst. 
He gripped it with both hands, and then he started twirling the weapon around in front of 


himself. The pole-sword whined as he increased its twirling and then the weapon created a small 
tornado as large as him. Pluck couldn't see that the tornado was connected to the weapon, but 
she knew Jambar controlled it. The wind from the tornado whipped through her fiery-crimson 
mane and kicked up sand. She shielded her eyes with one hand, trying to see what her opponent's 
next move would be. Pluck glanced at the Grand Stand. Votar was staring at her with an 
expressionless face. What was he thinking? Was he cheering on Jambar, cheering for her death? 
Pluck looked back to her opponent. She couldn't help but feel crushed by everything that had 
happened. Someone had loved her and deeply cared for her, and Pluck feared hatred would 
be spawned by the love she betrayed. Her eyes watered from the torrent of sand or so she told 
herself. Once the tornado reached the speed Jambar desired, he commanded through the magic 
of Windroar for the whirlwind to hurl at the Woman. The tornado obeyed and thundered across 
the sand like a Desert Bull. Having seen the Necrom's weapon in action, Pluck was prepared for 
this attack. She rolled far away from the path of the tornado, then stood, and charged her 
opponent as fast as she could. The tornado hit the arena's back wall and shattered stone and 
mortar. Jambar roared his frustration that his first attack missed. He ceased twirling Windroar 
and the tornado dissipated. Jambar ceased his twirling only moments before Pluck chopped for 
the Necrom with her Lux. Jambar blocked her crackling blade with his pole-sword. Lightning 
struck from her sword with each of her attacks, and the power of the sword electrified the air. 
Her emerald feline eyes flashed with determination as she drove back her opponent with her 
fierce onslaught. Jambar barely blocked her assaults, half blinded by the lightning and 
overwhelmed by the Lux's thunderous power. Gamemnon stood in the Grand Stand as he 
watched Pluck fight. The sword she wielded intrigued him. Could it be one of the weapons lost 
to the Necroms during the Great War with Man? If so, how was she wielding it? It was written 
that only a Necrom could use one of those weapons. Man would be vaporized if they ever tried 
to use a magical weapon. Nirva watched Pluck as he also wondered how a Woman wielded such 
a weapon. He turned to the Duke of Shangra, saw that Votar didn't seem bothered by it, and then 
Nirva speculated his Duke's thoughts were elsewhere. Nirva was grievous to see Votar in such a 
state, knowing of nothing that could heal a broken heart. What a wicked Woman Pluck was! Nirva 
turned his attention to the arena. Kill her Jambar! Kill her for all of the Necroms' sake! Votar 
rested his elbows on the arms of his chair with his hands folded in front of his mouth. He 
said nothing about the Lux, didn't even wonder about it, he only focused on Pluck. How could he 
have fallen for her? What was it about Pluck that drew him to her? Had a spell been placed on 
him? Was it evil magic? What else could explain his blind devotion to a Woman? Had all this been 
planned? If so, were the KellyZings in on it? What about Solom? Votar waved away a Velum 
servant carrying a tray of Orb Pears. He remembered 
the King's words, ‘So the leader of my elite warriors is here.'\Why would King Solom say such a 
thing if it wasn't true? Votar let out a great sigh, frustrated with so many unanswered questions, 
especially the ones concerning his heart. Below in the arena, Pluck continued her offensive till 
Jambar leaped back from her a great distance. He breathed heavily as he said, "Never have | 
fought one such as you and your weapon... | underestimated it." Jambar twirled the Windroar as 
he declared, "Too bad your sword is no good at a distance." She huffed from her own exhaustion 
and Pluck snarled, knowing the truth of his words. She needed to get close for the Lux to do her 
any good. Pluck felt a pulse from the Lux and she looked to it as the Lux glowed white as the 
fiercest lightning. She lifted the sword with one hand as if someone else had taken over her body 


and then the Lux urged her to strike it down. Pluck placed her other hand to the hilt, then 
roared like the Fire Lion, and chopped the blade through the air as if she sliced through some 
invisible boundary. A wave of lightning shot from the Lux and it tore across the arena floor, 
kicking up sand like a wake from a great ship. The blast hit her opponent and slammed him into 
the wall, then Jambar stumbled forward, dazed by the blow, and fell back. The crowd fell silent 
as Pluck ran to him, then she lifted her sword to deliver the death blow, and paused. Pluck stared 
at the unconscious Necrom. She had never killed before. How could she take a life? Pluck looked 
into his face as Jambar woke and then his hazel eyes widened, knowing he'd been defeated and 
that his end would follow. Pluck turned to the Grand Stand. Maybe there was another way. "Why 
death?" she shouted. "Can't victory be declared without extinguishing a life?" Votar stood as 
Pluck shouted to him; it was like his body acted on its own and heeded to her call. Had she truly 
bewitched him? Were his heart and mind hers to command? No. He took back his mind the 
moment Pluck declared she was a Woman and his heart... His heart he would have to take back 
from her dying grasp. His thoughts returned to the moment and he wondered why Pluck hadn't 
struck down their warrior. The victory would have been hers if she hadn't stopped and pleaded 
for the Necrom's life. Jambar was a Necrom and she was of Man... Votar rubbed his platinum 
beard, knowing a Necrom wouldn't plead mercy for a Man who had fallen, so why would she? 
What was Pluck up to? What new enchantment was she trying to cast? "Why death?" Pluck 
repeated, staring into his citron eyes when Votar didn't reply. Why didn't he answer her? Would 
Votar make her slay the Necrom? Did she have to kill to save her people? Pluck would do anything 
but only if she had to. The Woman had her attention away from him far too long, and Jambar 
took the opportunity and swung his pole-sword, sweeping her feet from underneath her. The 
crowd cheered. The Woman fell and rolled to a fighting stance as Jambar pointed his blade at her 
after he stood. He told her, "You should have killed me when you had the chance for you'll not 
get another." Pluck wiped sand from her furry face. Votar's silence had answered her question. 
She would have to kill this Necrom. "That is most peculiar," Nirva commented and then 
questioned aloud, "Why didn't she kill him? The final contest would be won and Man would have 
their freedom. Why sacrifice that over one life?" "Why indeed?" Votar answered and then his 
next question was one that was aimed at himself. "How can she care for one of our kind?" Nirva 
turned to his Duke, realizing the double meaning behind his words. He questioned Votar, "Do you 
believe she loves you?" "Don't be ridiculous," Kabal retorted and then she stated, "That 
abomination worked its way into my brother's heart, so it could use him to save its people." She 
toyed with her brother and wanted him to know how disgusted she was with him as she said, "I 
can imagine how it came on to him and how it promised to love Votar forever." She threw him a 
sickened look before Kabal asked him, "How can you bear knowing you touched it? How many 
times did it kiss you?" "Or bed you?" Gamemnon jeered out his own question. "How could you 
disgrace the Necroms by allowing it to live? | would have taken my wrath on it the moment it 
declared it was a Woman. Are you not a male?" Gamemnon paused, and then he added, "No 
female will ever make me the fool." Kabal looked worried over his response. She had never seen 
this side of Gamemnon before. Votar roared, moved and faced the Duke of Torlawn, and then he 
asked, "Are you trying to goad me, my friend?" Votar bore his teeth as he stated, "You have 
succeeded." Gamemnon backed away, knowing he must be careful. He told Votar, "No... | don't 
mean for us to fight. | just don't understand you. Why didn't you take your revenge? | would 
have." Votar returned to his chair as he stated, "It wasn't my place or the time." He looked to the 


arena and said, "The way she's fighting your champion, | may get my chance." Pluck and Jambar 
circled each other as the crowd called for the death of the spy. "It's a shame you're of Man," 
Jambar started. "You're a great warrior, and one I would be proud to have by my side, but as our 
lot is..." He took an offensive stance and stated, "One of us must kill the other." "Why must that 
be? Why is there hatred between our people?" Pluck questioned him as she prepared for his 
attack. "Mine is not to wonder but to do. Now let us finish this," Jambar said as he mustered a 
war cry, then charged the Woman, and volleyed with a barrage of cuts, swipes, and stabs. Pluck 
blocked and countered with a slashing attack. Jambar began his dancing attacks, continued till he 
pressed the Woman against the wall, and grabbed her sword arm, forcing it back. Jambar 
dropped the Windroar and reached for a dagger in his belt. His pole-sword was useless in close 
quarters. He moved the dagger to cut her throat as Pluck resisted with her left hand, but his 
strength was greater than hers. The crowd roared. Jambar pressed the dagger against her throat, 
started to cut it, and red blood trickled down. He grunted, putting more force against the knife 
as Pluck gnashed her teeth, not giving up as she pushed back. She uncoiled her tail from its pouch 
and grabbed Jambar's wrist with it, forcing the dagger back. Jambar released her sword arm and 
reached for the unseen thing that had grabbed him. Once free of him, Pluck punched him in the 
face, he stumbled back, and she released his wrist. Jambar rubbed his bloody nose, and the crowd 
hissed. "Where did that come from?" Jambar asked. In the Grand Stand, Gamemnon gasped. The 
Woman had a tail. She had a tail! Could she be the Serviatrix? Could this vile creature be the one 
foretold? He looked to the Duke of Shangra and to Nirva. Did either of them know what they 
were witnessing? Kabal noticed Gamemnon's reaction. It was as if he had an epiphany. She 
looked to the arena, searching for what he saw. Yes, it was shocking to see Pluck had an uncanny 
thing as a tail but... Kabal looked to Votar. Her brother and the Advisor had no such reaction. 
What did Gamemnon know that they didn't? Zung and his sister watched the contest along with 
Melee and Vim at the entrance to the arena. "It's out now," he told Zenba. "They would've found 
out sooner or later," she stated as she glanced around at the crowd. "Most people don't realize 
what the tail means." "Those aren't the ones I'm concerned about," Zung spoke as he looked to 
the Grand Stand. "It's those who know the prophecy that worries me." 


Back on the arena floor... 


"Where did that come from?" Jambar repeated. "What does it matter?" Pluck questioned as she 
rubbed her sword arm. "Aren't we here to fight?" She charged him with the Lux held high. Jambar 
leaped away from her strike, retrieved Windroar, and then replied, "Yes, it's time this 
was ended." He twirled his pole-sword, conjuring a tornado four times his size, and Jambar 
commanded the whirlwind to attack the Woman. Pluck knew this time she wouldn't escape the 
cyclone for it was too large. Sand whipped around her as she held up the Lux, hoping the sword 
would protect her and that the Creator allowed her to find this weapon for a reason. The sword's 
power pulsed through her body, and the blade glowed white like lightning as the tornado neared. 
The intensity of the Lux's power increased and channeled through her blood till her body glowed 
like the Lux and then bolts shot from the sword, creating a protective wall of light. The 
cyclone slammed into the electrical barrier, and the two forces fought as one pushed the other 
till they slammed each other into the wall. Stone and mortar shattered as the struggle flung 
debris into the stands, and the crowd screamed and fled the area. The two forces continued till 
the might of lightning repelled wind. The electrical wave forced the whirlwind back to its master, 


and Jambar dissipated the cyclone before it overcame him. With the force of wind gone, the 
lightning wall overtook the Necrom, and he screamed as the current electrocuted him. The crowd 
fell silent, seeing their champion in pain. Pluck swiped her sword, the wall vanished, and Jambar 
fell to the sand as orange-yellow blood ran from his mouth and eyes. Pluck picked up 
Windroar tossing it far from him. Her opponent's body arched as electricity discharged from him, 
and Jambar moved no more. She knelt, placing her blade against his throat. His chest rose slightly 
as he clung to life, and he was no longer a threat to her, so Pluck stood and took a step back. In 
front of her was the Grand Stand. A gentle breeze swept across the arena as Pluck proclaimed, 
"He's alive." Votar stared at her, refusing to answer as this time he made sure his body remained 
seated. Pluck looked at Jambar and raised the Lux above his heart as she told Jambar, "There's 
no other way tosave my people. I'm sorry." "Wait!" Votar commanded as she thrust 
downward. Her blade pierced the sand beside her opponent as she spared his life. Pluck looked 
to Votar and hatred returned her gaze. "The contest is over," Votar declared and turned to 
Cordon, telling him something. Vim and Melee rushed to Pluck and Melee hugged her. "You did 
it," Melee said. "We're free." Zung and Zenba flew to them as the male KellyZing looked to the 
Duke of Shangra. "The contests are complete and Man has won their freedom," Zung shouted. "I 
demand that you release them immediately as is Archaic Law." Cordon and six of his guards 
walked to them across the sandy floor. "What is this?" Zung demanded. Votar looked down on 
them as he spoke, "Man may leave but one. My guards are there to arrest Pluck." "But the law 
demands all of their people be released," Zung argued. "At the trial, you didn't include her name 
in the count," Votar stated as he folded his arms. "I'm under no obligation to release her, so now 
take the rest far away from my city. They have ten sun's cycles to leave Wellspring before | hunt 
them down and kill the whole lot. Now leave!" "But..." "Do it Zung," Pluck interrupted. "Leave 
me and get my prince and his people out of here. We knew if I entered this challenge | was 
endangering my life, and | accept that knowing Edward will be safe." She looked around the 
arena, searching for her sheathe and spotted it. "Hand me my scabbard," she asked Melee, then 
he retrieved it, and he gave it to her. Pluck wiped sand from the Lux, then sheathed the sword, 
and told Melee, "You've been a friend to me, so | want you to have this." Melee shook his head 
and told her, "I can't..." "Please..." she interrupted as she glanced at the guards. "There isn't much 
time." He reluctantly took the weapon. Cordon approached and commanded, "Hand over the 
prisoner." Melee gritted his teeth and then he shouted, "No! You can't..." He raised his fist to 
take a swing at them. Pluck gently grabbed his arm, he turned to her, and she smiled. She told 
him, "I don't think I've ever had anyone come to my rescue." Pluck leaned to him, kissed the High 
Guard's cheek, and then she told him, "Thank you. Now you must leave." "No," Melee 
repeated. Vim forced the High Guard to the exit, then Pluck walked to Cordon, held up her hands, 
and he shackled her. "I'm not sure what's going on," the captain admitted as he motioned for her 
to leave the arena. "I knew you were trouble the moment we met." Pluck looked once more to 
the two men and the KellyZings as they neared one of the exits and then she left with the 
Necroms. For the first time, she was afraid for herself. Melee stopped and pulled on the Lux, but 
he couldn't unsheathe the sword. "What are you doing?" Zung asked. "We can't let them take 
her," Melee shouted. "They'll kill her." "Maybe, but first they must have a trial," Zung told him 
and then he looked to his sister. Zenba nodded and then she told her brother, "Go, I'll lead Man 
from here." "I'll send a Messenger Hawk to the King and perhaps he can intervene for Pluck," 
Zung said as he flew after the Necroms. "Come," Zenba commanded the men. "Let's get your 


people far from here before Votar changes his mind. My brother will do his best to defend 
Pluck." Up in the Grand Stand, Gamemnon watched Cordon shackle Pluck, and then he 
questioned Votar, "Will you execute her right away?" "Why do you look worried, my friend?" 
Votar asked as his face showed his determination to break the spell that was upon himself. "She 
will have her trial and justice will be served." Gamemnon looked back to Pluck, wondering again 
if she was the Serviatrix. 


Chapter Six 
Matters Of The Heart 


Water dripped from stalactites above Pluck's head as she sat in one of the smaller prison cells 
beneath the Judgment Ring. A single cast iron bucket with one Blistering Coal lit the dark with its 
reddish blue glow and provided little warmth in the cold room. She looked up from the straw 
covered lava rock floor, hearing keys rattle. A Necrom guard unlocked her cell door, rolled aside 
the bars, and let the Duke of Torlawn in. Gamemnon walked in, saw Pluck cast in the violet hue, 
and then he motioned for the guard to leave them. Pluck stood and faced the blond furred 
Necrom as she asked him, "Did Votar send you?" "No," Gamemnon answered, and then he told 
her, "I came on my own accord." She was disappointed Votar hadn't sent him. Pluck thought he 
would have come and seen her by now. Votar must really hate her. She asked Gamemnon, "What 
can | do for you?" Pluck glanced over him to see if he was armed and then she questioned him, 
"Are you here to carry out my judgment?" "It's not what you think," he told her, then he glanced 
back to see if anyone was in ear shot, found none were, and told her, "I'm here because of your 
tail." He eyed her to get a take on her answer before Gamemnon inquired of her, "Do you know 
the significance of it?" Pluck sighed deeply. It would seem even the Duke of Torlawn knew about 
the predictions. She stated, "If you're referring to the prophecy, the KellyZings told 
me." Gamemnon glanced out the cell, saw the hall outside was still empty, and then he 
whispered, "Are you the Serviatrix?" She chuckled and motioned to her prison as Pluck 
questioned, "Look around. Does it look like I'm the Necrom savior?" She glanced at her twitching 
tail as she started to doubt her own beliefs... no, Pluck started to doubt that it was even a 
possibility that she was this would be savior. She asked him, "How rare is it for a Necrom to have 
a tail?" He considered her question and then he answered her, "There hasn't been one since the 
time of Man." His answer reaffirmed her convictions and Pluck stated, "See... so there could be 
another right now, and you don't know of it." "Perhaps, but they wouldn't be a Necrom not born 
a Necrom," Gamemnon told her. Pluck refused to believe and said, "It doesn't mean it's me. The 
prophecy at Caldron is vague." "True..." Gamemnon spoke as he walked to the bars, scanned the 
corridor for a third time, returned, and whispered, "The King's castle is only one of five places 
that holds the prophecy of the Serviatrix. Caldron houses the first and there are four other parts." 
He stepped toward her as she said, "How does one of the lines go? Ah... yes... This daughter of a 
King bears a Scarred Rose." He asked her, "Do you possess a rose anywhere on your body? 
Perhaps you have a pendant or a tattoo somewhere." She took a step back from him as she 
exclaimed, "What?" "I have been to Sage Temple and read the second section that is held there," 


he told her and then Gamemnon stated, "It mentions a Scarred Rose." "No," she replied and then 
she told him, "The only mark or tattoo | have are these black rings on my finger." Pluck looked to 
her finger. The black rings were from the Mystic Rose; the flower marked her that day in its 
Temple and was somehow connected to her. Could the tattoo be... No, Gamemnon said a 
Scarred Rose and nothing about rings. He walked over to the entrance and called for the guard 
as he stated, "Perhaps my fear was for nothing." The guard quickly returned and let him 
out. Pluck watched Gamemnon walk out. His fear was for nothing? She thought the Necroms 
were looking for the Serviatrix. Pluck went, grabbed the cell bars, and watched Gamemnon's back 
as he left the cells. Why would he fear the Serviatrix? 


x k * 


Six brass torches brightened the Cascade Terrace of the Duke of Shangra's Estate. Votar glanced 
over the balcony at three of the Aqua Falls in the distance. Night crept over the land ever 
darkening the sky as revulsion darkened his soul. He couldn't let go of his feelings of betrayal 
aimed at Pluck like a bloodthirsty spear. All he could do was confront them and that he did, falling 
further into disgust. Who was he repulsed with? Was it Pluck who presented herself as a Necrom 
he desired? Or was it himself for having such desires for a Woman? How could Votar blame 
himself? He didn't know who she truly was or that Pluck was his enemy in disguise. How could 
he blame himself for falling in love with her? The answer was easy enough. Votar blamed himself 
for those feelings of love that wrestled with his feelings of hatred. Pluck must have bewitched 
him; it was the only answer that made sense. He wanted to confirm his suspicions so he had 
Nirva call upon the Necrom wizard of his realm. Nirva informed him moments ago that the wizard 
arrived by Giant Dragonfly, then the Advisor went out to greet the wizard, and would bring him 
there to Votar. If the Woman somehow put some sort of enchantment on him, Votar was 
confident the wizard could remove the spell. The wizard was one of the most powerful ones on 
Wellspring. Man's magic couldn't compare to theirs. Nirva returned with the Necrom wizard and 
at first, Votar thought the black and white furred wizard was naked, but then he noticed he did 
wear a black Fundoshi which blended into his fur. The wizard's markings reminded him of the 
Pygmy Pandas that roamed the mountainous lands of his realm. Votar questioned Nirva, "You 
couldn't make him more presentable before you brought him before me?" "I could have," Nirva 
started and then he stated, "But it would have taken all of the City Guards and even then I don't 
know if our might could match our guest here. He refused to change; he said he was comfortable 
in what he was wearing." "I guess | will have to be content that he's at least wearing something," 
Votar stated and then spoke, "I know of you, wizard, but | don't know your name." When Nirva 
first brought the wizard onto the terrace, the wizard explored the potted plants. He found one 
that interested him, climbed inside the large pot, and began digging in the earth as Votar asked 
his name. The Duke watched him for a while and then inquired of Nirva, "Are you sure that is 
him? | think he is mad." "It is him," Nirva told him, and then he stated, "People do say he is a bit 
unhinged. Please allow me to deal with him." Nirva went over to the wizard and said, "I can 
acquire for you any root or leaf you're search- ing for if you will see to my Duke right now." The 
wizard jumped out of the pot, ran at the Duke as if he would attack him, and then stopped 
inches from his face as he said, "JuJu." "JuJu?" Votar repeated, wishing the wizard would step 
back a bit. "It is my name. Did ye not ask it of me not moments ago?" "I did. JuJu, | am Votar the 
Duke of Shangra." "Do you think me foolhardy? | may be older than creation and mad, but | do 


know who ye are. Why did ye call me here?" Votar replied, "I want you to remove a spell that has 
been placed on me and once you have done that, | want you to remove the same spell from King 
Solom." JuJu was still in the Duke's face, and he looked Votar over without moving his head, and 
then he stat- ed, "You have wasted my time; | am leaving." He turned and headed for the 
exit. "Wait! Why are you leaving? Is the spell too great for you to break?" Votar inquired. JuJu up 
and stopped as if he had run into a wall. He turned and ran back over to Votar and JuJu told him, 
"There is no spell on Terra that | cannot break. The simple truth is, my Duke, there is no spell 
upon ye. | do sense ye have been in the presence of magic for four different scents engulf ye but 
none of these have inflicted or affected you. The first magic | sense is a curse, the second is of a 
powerful being, the third is the mark of such being, and the fourth is of a weapon. Now... may | 
leave. The Necrom over there in the overly colorful robe promised me some roots and leaves, 
and | plan on taking as much as my Giant Dragonfly can carry." "Yes, you may leave," Votar told 
him, then he turned, walked over to the edge of the terrace, and peered at the waterfalls. "Not 
what you wanted to hear," Nirva spoke. "What would you..?" "Go after JuJu and make sure he 
receives what you promised him. | need to be alone." "At once," Nirva said, and then he chased 
after the wizard. The news the wizard gave to him devastated Votar. He had placed all his beliefs 
in the fact that Pluck had bewitched him and now that he knew that wasn't the truth, he couldn't 
put off facing her any longer. Votar shouted, "Cordon!" A few moments later, the captain entered 
and questioned, "Yes, Duke?" "Bring the Woman here; it's time | talked with her," Votar told 
him. A half nal later, Cordon and a few of his guards entered as they escorted Pluck. "The prisoner 
as you requested," Cordon stated. "Leave us," Votar ordered. "Duke," Cordon started to argue. 
"It would be best if | stayed." Votar reined in his anger as he ordered him, "Do as | command." 
He glared at Pluck as he told the captain, "I want to be alone with... it." His words stabbed at her 
heart, but Pluck blamed herself for it and anything else that might happen while she was with 
Votar. He was so angry with her, and she couldn't fault him. If she hadn't allowed herself to feel 
for him, then none of it would hurt as badly as it did. She wouldn't be dying inside. Cordon gave 
in and ordered his men, "Leave the prisoner and come with me." He then told them, "We will 
wait outside the dining room door." Cordon along with his guards left Votar and Pluck alone. She 
stared at her shackles, not knowing what to expect from Votar. Had he summoned her there to 
kill her? It was a possibility and one that seemed more likely the longer she stood there. Votar 
faced her, expecting Pluck to gloat over her victory, but all he saw was sadness and fear. 
He wanted to shout at her but he controlled his voice and asked her, "How long have you been 
planning this?" Pluck wasn't sure what he meant so she inquired, "Planning what?" "How long 
have you been planning to seduce my heart? How long have you been planning on tricking me 
into falling in love with you, so you may influence my decisions about Man?" His jaw tightened 
as he de- manded, "How many lies have you told me?" "There was no plan..." she replied, and 
Pluck stared at her shackles, realizing she hurt him deeply. She never had any intentions of ever 
hurting Votar but she had. Pluck wanted to tell him she was sorry. She want- ed to tell him she 
felt the same about him but... The time for that had long passed. Pluck looked to him as 
she presented her case, "I never lied to you as | told you from the beginning, I'm a High Guard 
and I was looking for my people." "What about when you said Solom knew who you were?" Votar 
questioned. "Those were the KellyZing's words, not mine," Pluck said, and then she admitted, 
"Though | didn't deny it." She wanted to tell him everything and started to plead with him, "You 
must understand..." Pluck de- cided it wouldn't help her case and then she confessed, "Yes, | hid 


many things from you, but I never lied. I... | didn't want to. Your people accepted me as | am and 
I... 1..." Pluck wanted to tell him she felt truly accepted among his people. She felt accepted for 
the first time in her entire life, but Pluck decided against telling him and said no more on the 
matter. A suspicious thought crossed his mind. Were Zung and Zenba in league with Man? Votar 
asked her, "Did the KellyZings know what you were from the start?" She realized he wasn't 
listening to her and that there wouldn't be a defense for her, so she merely said, "Yes..." He 
folded his arms as he questioned her, "How did you meet?" Pluck thought a moment, and then 
she replied, "They helped rescue me.""From what or from whom?" he inquired. Pluck 
remembered the Pole, the Morgog whip, and the burn of leather. She told him, "There was 
an incident, and | was badly wounded." "No matter..." he told her, and then he stated, "There 
have been other lies." Votar turned from her as he said, "Ones aimed at my affections." Pluck felt 
his pain and wanted to comfort him, so she instinctively stepped toward the Duke, raised her 
hand to stroke his platinum hair, and stopped. It didn't matter what she did or said. Votar hated 
her, and he was breaking her heart so she lashed out with her own questions, "What lies are 
those? Was it when | told you my parents were dead and a High Guard raised me? Or was it when 
| asked, how could you love me when you didn't know who | was?" Pluck walked to the edge of 
the terrace, leaned on the edge, and looked at the ebony night as clouds hid the moons. She 
breathed deeply of the mist scented air, and then she spoke, "Maybe it was when | told you it's 
better you forget about me and give your heart to another." Pluck turned and glared at him as 
she said, "Yes, those were vicious lies." What she just spoke, all of it was true. She had said those 
things to him. Votar turned and then moved to her side. Pluck tried not to cry as she said, "You 
didn't listen." Votar stared at her, remembering their first meeting and how she caught his 
attention. Cordon had brought her in for fighting and even then he was bewitched by her. Votar 
grabbed her shoulders. He wasn't sure if he wanted to strangle her or embrace her with all his 
being. Pluck tensed, placing her bound hands to his chest as fear filled her emerald eyes. He was 
about to at- tack her. This was it; he was going to kill her. Votar demanded, "Did you ever love 
me?" She looked away from his glare. "Answer me!" He shook her, and then he repeated his 
question, "Did you ever love me?" Pluck felt the rage of his heart pounding in his chest and 
couldn't bring herself to answer. Did she ever love him? A tear trickled down her furry cheek. Did 
she love him now? "Remaining silent..." Votar hissed as he released her. "If you had said yes, | 
would've thrown you to your death." Pluck's eyes widened again with shock as she glanced over 
the edge at the dark drop, and then she took a few steps back from him. Her chains clanged with 
her movements. He told her, "Your trial begins tomorrow morning. Now be gone from me." Votar 
shouted, "Cordon!" The captain rushed in. "Escort the prisoner to her cell." Cordon replied, "At 
once." Pluck quietly left, accepting her fate. The one person who had vowed to give her his heart 
wanted totear hers out. She waited till she left Votar's presence, and then she started 
crying. Once they left, Votar turned and stared at the bench in the center of the terrace as ghostly 
memories sat on the stone seat. He closed his eyes, remembering every moment of that sun's 
cycle that Pluck had re- fused his kiss. He didn't know why that memory surfaced at that point, 
but he embraced it, he embraced it as he would embrace the punishment he would dish out to 
Pluck after her trial. "We can't," Pluck had said. Votar didn't understand. Why did she refuse 
back then? Love would have blinded him. He may have even let Man go if she would have agreed 
to be his wife, and she wished for their release. "Why can't we?" Votar had exclaimed, and then 
he asked, "Don't you care for me?" He put his hand to her shoulder. "I love you." Votar gnashed 


his teeth, thinking he was the fool. Pluck must have secretly mocked him for his fool- ish 
outburst. Back then she blurted, "I..." She then told him, "We can't." A few moments went by, 
and she asked him, "How can you love me, you don't know who I am?" Votar laughed at the time, 
then stood, and replied, "How do the moons know they love the night? They just do." "What if 
you found out something horrible about me? Could you still love me?" "What sort of thing? Like 
you're Man?" he had said jokingly. Her face showed shock and then became serious as she 
questioned, "Why not?" Had she tried to tell him? Did Pluck want him to know back then? Votar 
had folded his arms and told her, "That's not a fair question." "No, but answer it." He had snarled, 
shouting to the heavens as he declared, "I'll never stop hating Man, so how could I love..." Pluck's 
eyes displayed her great disappointment. "Not the answer you were hoping for?" Votar had asked 
her, then lifted her chin, and said, "Then you shouldn't have asked. Let's put it aside and let 
nothing get in our way. | could be King then you would be Queen. What could separate us?" "Your 
hatred," she had told him. His hatred? Votar left the terrace, went into the dining room, and sat 
in a chair by the fire as the flames crackled and flickered about. His hatred... Did she know this 
day would come? He remembered her words from back then. "It's better you forget about me 
and give your heart to another," Pluck had told him, and then she spoke, "As you said, in a few 
sun's cycles I'll be returning to the High Guards." She faced him and told him, "Whatever 
you're feeling, it's not love, so let me go." She had left, she left him to remain alone. Votar had 
watched her leave. Was he wrong? He knew what he felt and somehow he would prove it to 
her. Votar didn't know his own heart back then. He put his hand to his forehead. How could he 
have made such a vow? 


x * * 


The early rays of morning broke across Shangra as a flock of l-ues flew over the cascades. The 
large yellow storks sang joyously as Nirva deeply breathed in the sweet aroma the l-used 
produced that smelled of a rose. He walked up the spiraling stone steps to the top of a tower; it 
was one of three surrounding the Arena and the Duke of Shangra's Estate. At the very top of the 
tower, the Messenger Hawks were cared for and housed. Nirva paused to stare at the mountains 
surrounding the city as they still struck him with awe and once he reached the top, a guard 
approached the Advisor, and he handed Nirva a note received from King Solom. A hawk screamed 
as he took it, the Advisor opened it, read the letter, and his blue-gray feral eyes widened. He read 
it over. "I must tell the Duke before it's too late," Nirva muttered to himself as he rushed down 
the stairs and his multi-color robe fluttered as he ran. In the second tower, the Judgment Ring's 
bells rang for the trial to start. 


Chapter Seven 
The Deciding Vote 


Many Necroms crowded into the underground courtroom along with a few of Shangra's other 
citizens. Basket fires surrounded the cold chamber which was built within a cavern. The basket 
fires started to warm the area, torches lit up the dark, and slowly the room heated with the anger 
of the Necroms. The Eldest Judge struck his steel gavel on the Judgment Block and sparks flew. 
"Quiet!" he ordered the shouting crowd of Necroms, and then he commanded them, "Take your 
seats for the trial will begin. Bring in the prisoner." Six guards escorted Pluck to her seat and she 
sat, resting her shackled wrists on the table. Zung flew in beside her and took his place at the 
table. Votar sat in the balcony above the judges while Kabal and Gamemnon sat at the 
prosecuting table beside the Woman and the KellyZing. The Youngest Judged asked, "Duchess of 
Shangra and Duke of Torlawn, what charges do you bring against the defendant?" Kabal stood 
and spoke to them, "Wise Necroms of the Judgment Ring, this thing that stands before you is no 
Necrom, but a Woman. She... no, it pretended to be one of us and..." The Eldest Judge 
interrupted her, "There is no tolerance in this court for derogatory remarks. Please keep to the 
facts, Duchess, and leave the slighting outside." "My apologies..." Kabal replied, glanced at Pluck, 
glared at her, and then she continued, "As | was saying, Pluck pretended to be one of us, she 
positioned herself to have Duke Votar's ear, and she manipulated circumstances to free her 
people." "What proof do you have of this?" the Second Judge asked. "She looks like a Necrom to 
me." "Pluck showed us herself," Kabal answered, turned, pointed at the Woman, and then she 
stated, "She has red blood; it's red like the slime of a Tree Slug." The Duchess walked over, 
grabbed the Woman's wrist, and raised it so the judges could see the small cut on her 
finger. Pluck didn't resist. She never even looked up to where Votar sat, fearing the look of 
loathing he had al- ready given her on the terrace. Pluck wanted the trial over. She wanted... She 
wished to be back with her people but knew that wasn't in her future. "We don't deny she's a 
Woman," Zung spoke up. "I have searched your books and there's no law against her being 
such." "It is true," the Third Judge said. "No law against such; we only have the animosity our 
forefathers ingrained in us for Man. This court can't find her guilty of this." The crowd murmured 
their disapproval. Kabal controlled the urge to scream, and then she questioned the judges, 
"What about her pretending to be one of us?" "Again where is your proof?" the Second Judge 
asked. "Who heard her proclaim she was a Necrom?" The crowd fell silent, waiting on the 
Duchess’ answer. Kabal made a fist, leaned to the Duke of Torlawn, and then she questioned him, 
"Do we have any witnesses? Is there anyone who heard her make her claim?" Gamemnon 
glanced at Pluck. He couldn't take the chance she was the Serviatrix. It would ruin all of his plans, 
so he stood and proclaimed, "I heard her." The crowd gasped. Pluck was surprised that the Duke 
of Torlawn stooped to lying. "We were alone in the garden at Caldron the King's Castle," 
Gamemnon started his tale, turned to the crowd, and he told them, "There amongst the trees, | 
told her about my lineage." He faced the judges and told them, "She told me her parents were 
prominent Necrom nobles in a far off city and that is how she obtained her position in the High 
Guards." The crowd muttered threats against the Woman. A few Necroms stood up and shook 
their fists at her. "There is your proof," Gamemnon stated, and then he continued, "By admitting 


her parents were Necroms, Pluck told me she was a Necrom." Zung flew to Pluck and questioned 
her, "Is this true? Did you tell Gamemnon your parents were Necroms?" She lifted her eyes to 
the balcony and finally looked at Votar. Pluck told Zung, "I never spoke to Gamemnon alone at 
Caldron, and | only told one about my parents. | said | never knew them." "The Duke lies," Zung 
declared, and then he stated, "Pluck said no such thing." The crowd was shocked by the 
KellyZing's accusation. "Why would | lie?" Gamemnon asked. "What would I have to gain?" "That 
is a good question," Zung returned, and then he questioned him, "What are you 
hiding?" "Enough!" the Eldest Judge declared. "Return to your positions," he ordered them and 
once the courtroom quieted and Zung and Gamemnon returned to their places, the Eldest Judge 
asked, "What other proof do you have?" "None to her proclaiming to be a Necrom, but Duke 
Torlawn's word can't be denied," Kabal proclaimed as she walked toward the judges. She said, 
"Pluck positioned herself to be appointed Man's Warden. She may have even planned a way for 
them to escape." "Please, Duchess," the Third Judge started. "Keep with those points which you 
can prove." "Yes, of course," Kabal spoke and then she continued, "Pluck used a magical weapon 
to defeat our champion during the final contest of the Walk of the Gauntlet." "Did not our own 
champion use the Windroar, the fabled blade of magic?" the Youngest Judge stated. "I see it only 
fair Man be allowed the same." "Are all these your charges and the proof of your words?" the 
Eldest Judge asked. "Yes," Kabal answered. The Eldest Judge instructed, "We will now hear your 
closing arguments." Gamemnon stood and then he spoke, "Wise Necroms of the court, our 
forefathers warned us of Man. They told us that we should eliminate them on sight. What does 
it matter there is nothing written in the books of the laws that says we can't condemn them for 
being a certain species? Does that mean we should do nothing? Man has escaped, but can we in 
good conscience allow the one who freed them with her deception to go unpunished?" He 
slammed his fist on the table and declared, "I say no, she must be convicted." Zung hovered 
above the table as he declared, "Wise Necroms of the court, the law was set up to be blind to 
emotions and to hold to the word of the law. You can't allow feelings like hatred to have a place 
in this courtroom. You must find Pluck not guilty." "Thank you, Duke of Torlawn and Zung," the 
Eldest Judge said, then he turned to the other judges, and asked them, "Are we ready to deliver 
the verdict?" They all nodded. "Tell me your judgments," the Eldest Judge said. "I believe there 
isn't enough evidence for a conviction," the Youngest Judge spoke, and then he said, "I vote not 
guilty." "I believe the Duke of Torlawn and | vote guilty," the Third Judge answered. "I was 
compelled by what Gamemnon said in his closing arguments, so | vote guilty," the Second Judge 
replied. The Eldest Judge sighed deeply before he spoke, "I also was compelled by what Duke 
Gamemnon said, but the KellyZing is also right. We must hold to what the law says, feelings like 
hatred have no place in a courtroom. | vote not guilty." He slammed the steel gavel on the 
Judgment Block, and then he declared, "We are at a deadlock." He looked to the balcony and 
spoke, "The Duke of Shangra must cast the deciding vote and decide the fate of this 
Woman." Pluck peered up at Votar in a panic, and she saw his expression hadn't changed. At that 
point, she had no doubts what his decision would be. Votar never took his eyes off her. How 
could he have been so wrong about Pluck? How could he have loved her? JuJu told him she hadn't 
bewitched him, so what power did Pluck have over him? It couldn't be love, it couldn't be. A 
guard knocked at the balcony door, and then he spoke, "Duke, Nirva wishes to see you. He says 
he has an urgent message from the King." "He and the King will have to wait," Votar said. "Solom 
will not interfere with my decision." Votar wouldn't allow the King to interfere. For all he knew, 


the King was bewitched by Pluck. JuJu might have said there was no spell on him, but it couldn't 
be true. Pluck had bewitched him and maybe his whole realm including the wizard. Votar thought 
back to the first time Pluck had come out to the terrace with him and she had left him with sad 
tidings. She had told him to forget about her, but Votar couldn't. He remembered Nirva had 
walked in after she had left. "She says I don't love her and that my hatred separates us." Votar 
had looked to the Advisor and questioned him, "Why does my loathing of Man concern her? | 
don't understand." Votar stared at Pluck, suspicious of her past actions while she sat in the 
courtroom below him. Why did his hatred of Man deeply concern her back then? Or had it all 
been an act? "/ don't know," Nirva had answered him and then glanced in at the Mystic Rose. 
"Maybe it's best you let her go. | foresee no good coming from your union." Why couldn't he have 
listened to Nirva back then? Votar glanced at the door, knowing Nirva and the guard were beyond 
it. Why did he refuse to hear his Advisor and the King? "Are you a Seer now?" Votar inquired of 
Nirva back then. "I'll prove both of you wrong. There'll come a time when Pluck will need my help." 
He vowed, "She will have it." His vow... Votar had told Nirva if Pluck ever needed his help he 
would give it. His face softened as he looked to her with eyes anew. He was in that moment he 
spoke of. Would Votar give her his help? Could he in good conscience? She betrayed his people; 
Pluck had betrayed him. The guard returned to Nirva after he had relayed Nirva's request and 
the guard informed him the Duke refused to see him. The guard also told him the judges returned 
a verdict; they voted two guilty and two not guilty which meant that Votar had to cast the final 
vote. "No!" Nirva shouted as he looked to the message from the King, and then he insisted, "You 
must let me pass." The guard gripped his spear as he stated, "You know | can't, Advisor or 
not." Nirva showed him the message he carried as he insisted, "Votar must read this. It's from 
King Solom himself." "Do | have to escort you out?" the guard threatened. Nirva squeezed the 
message in his fist. Why didn't Votar want to know what the King had to say? Nirva frantically 
paced back and forth in front of the guards. Was Votar afraid the King would make the decision 
for him? If he was in Votar's place, he would want another to decide Pluck's fate. Nirva stroked 
his braided beard and then his blue-gray eyes widened in revelation. By the Creator! Votar still 
loved her! Nirva looked to the guards who blocked his path and then he shook his head. There 
was nothing more he could do till Votar judged Pluck. Creator help them. Help them all! Back in 
the balcony, a lone Necrom sat. The decision had been made long ago, all Votar had to do 
was speak it. He knew what he would do the moment Pluck had left him on the Cascade Terrace. 
He didn't need to debate it in his mind or heart, so Votar cleared his throat, gripped the edge of 
the balcony as all the hatred in his face left, and then he stated, "I have made my decision." He 
stood, looked directly to Pluck, and then he declared, "It is the decision of this court that the one 
known as Pluck is guilty." The Necroms in the crowd cheered. Pluck turned away from Votar and 
stared at her shackles as the Eldest Judge slammed the gavel to quiet the courtroom. Zung 
stopped fluttering and dropped to the table in a heap as he uttered, "He can't." Kabal stepped 
forward, and she said, "As one of the plaintiffs injured by the defendant, | demand the right to 
pronounce punishment." Pluck faced the KellyZing as her stomach wrenched in fear and then she 
spoke, "Tell me she can't. Please tell me the judges will pronounce my punishment." Zung told 
her, "It is her right." He couldn't believe he let Pluck down. They had lost. Pluck folded her hands 
and her chains rattled. All she could do was wait and hear what they would do to her. "This 
creature's crime is severe so the punishment must be severe," Kabal declared. The Necroms in 
the crowd shouted their agreement with the Duchess. Zung turned to Pluck, and tried to give her 


some comfort by telling her, "Don't fret. They can't put you to death, not without a unanimous 
decision from the judges, and they were deadlocked." Pluck faked a smile as she mumbled, 
"There are worse things than death." Kabal glared at her. She had already decided Pluck's fate if 
they won, and Kabal stated, "I demand she be lashed." Fear crept over Pluck, knowing the sting 
of this punishment. Zung didn't know what to say to comfort her. Nirva made his way into the 
courtroom as Votar came down and stood between his sister and the judges. Two City Guards 
hauled Pluck to the front of the courtroom to the large bench the judges presided from. The desk 
towered over her. The guards unshackled one of her hands, placed the manacle through a metal 
loop in the center of the bench, and then reshackled her free hand. Zung flew up beside her. Pluck 
panicked as she questioned the KellyZing, "Are they going to do it here?" "Yes. | am sorry. It's our 
fault. If we hadn't told the Duke..." Her mind whirled with grief and heartache as terror set in. 
She wanted to cry, but her friend was beside her, so Pluck put on a brave front and interrupted 
him, "Zung." She waited till he flew in closer to her and then Pluck told him in the sincerest voice 
she could muster out the depths of her terror, "It's all right." She turned away from Zung as she 
couldn't control the tears that trickled down her cheeks. Pluck didn't want her friend to see the 
heart wrenching agony she was in as she muttered, "It's not like it's the first time." Pluck faced 
him as she managed to hold back the rest of the tears that wanted to gush from her eyes. She 
said in a calm voice, "I ask one favor of you." "Name it," Zung said as he saw the hurt behind her 
brave mask, and he told her, "Name it and | will do anything." She saw the compassion in his face 
and almost lost control, but Pluck pushed through her torturous fear of being alone and told him, 
"Leave. Don't stay and watch this. | don't want you to." "But I..." "Please, you shouldn't see this," 
Pluck told him as she pleaded with her eyes. "I don't want you to see this horrible thing they're 
going to do to me." She remembered the Post and the memory of leather cut across her mind as 
it had cut across her back. She swallowed and Pluck thought she tasted blood as she had 
tasted her own blood on that day. "Please..." she urged again. "It will be unbearable to know 
you're watching." He had failed to defend her, so he could at least fulfill her request and without 
another word, Zung flew out. He saw many angry Necrom faces as they waited with anticipation 
for the punishment. Was he being a coward for leaving her alone? Zung felt he was. Nirva stood 
in the back of the courtroom with the King's message still in hand, knowing he had to stop this. 
He had no authority here so how could he save Pluck? The guards stepped back from the Woman 
and one of them was handed a whip. Kabal and Gamemnon walked to the side of the Necrom 
with the whip. They would have front row seats to Pluck's beating. The Eldest Judge stood and 
stated, "I can not watch this, so | will adjourn to my room." He started out, and the Youngest 
Judge followed him. The guard with the whip turned to Votar who stood opposite of Kabal and 
Gamemnon. The guard waited on Votar's command. Pluck gripped the chains as she waited for 
the pain to begin. Could she endure another beating? The waiting was agonizing and as she 
stared at the bench in front of her, Pluck remembered the prophecy Zenba read to her. "At the 
dawn of Man's return, the Serviatrix will appear. A Warrior of High. A Necrom not born a 
Necrom. One alone in two worlds." Pluck turned her gaze to the floor. She was alone and hated 
by Man and Necrom. When would it end? Would she find any happiness? Would she find a place 
to belong? Votar raised his hand to give the command to begin. "Wait," Kabal said, and then she 
demanded, "Pluck should be bare back." Votar looked to his sister, shocked by how cruel she 
was. The punishment should fit the crime, so why did Kabal want to humiliate Pluck? "It's my 
right," Kabal declared. He lowered his hand and nodded, then the second guard went, removed 


his knife, and cut open the back of the Woman's shirt. Pluck felt violated as the courtroom 
visually assaulted her by gaping at her bare back. Why must they shame her? Anxiety ravaged 
Pluck as air rushed in and out of her lungs, and her heart hammered against her chest. What 
more could they do to humiliate her or punish her? The guard parted her cut garment, stared at 
her back as if surprised by something, then he said nothing, and stepped aside. Everyone in the 
courtroom saw hundreds of scars covering the Woman's back. Her fur never grew over the 
gashes, and the pink-red scars showed up against her beige fur. Pluck felt their stares and was 
ashamed they knew of her other beating. She waited for the whip to come, but it never did. Why 
were they prolonging this? The gap between Votar and Pluck shortened as if the room magically 
shrunk, drawing the two star-crossed lovers together close enough that Votar believed he could 
touch her. In those few moments of shock and compassion, Votar beheld the gruesome things 
that marked and mangled her back and without a thought to do so, he unconsciously walked past 
Kabal and Gamemnon drawn to come to Pluck's aid. When he neared her, Votar's rage faded for 
a few moments as an enchantment that his own heart spun, urged him again to see Pluck as he 
once did. He moved up beside her as if she was his bride and he had come to eat of the virgin 
fruits of their love under the first sheets of the night. Votar couldn't help himself and breathed 
in her scent and it was like the morning dew. He closed his eyes and envisioned them in his bed 
and tasted with his whole body the joy and ecstasy they could experienced as they became one 
flesh. Votar reveled in this dreamworld less than a second, but it seemed an eternity to him, and 
then the enchantment of his heart lost its power as his outrage to the crimes he beheld returned, 
and he was brought back to the courtroom. Votar saw the numerous scars that covered her bare 
skin, and he gently ran his fingers down a few of them, and she trembled under his touch. Rage 
overcame him, and he vowed to himself that on his honor, he would hurt whoever did this to 
her. His fury transformed into the tenderness of a doting heart. Votar wanted to take her in his 
arms and comfort Pluck; he wanted to embrace her with his whole being and let her know no 
one would hurt... Votar's heart ached as the mystical bridge that connected their two souls 
shattered, and they were no longer together in a realm apart from the physical world of time and 
space. He sensed the others in the courtroom and stepped back from Pluck, appalled by his 
feelings. Why did he still care for her? Pluck betrayed him, but he wanted to kill whoever did this 
to her, and yet he was about to order the same be done. What was wrong with him? His disgust 
and loathing for the Woman returned. What evil spell did she have over him? Pluck felt 
uncomfortable when Votar neared her, and she felt even more uncomfortable when he touched 
her as if caressing her with a lover's tender finger. She yearned to feel his embrace and have him 
tell her everything would be forgiven, but this... What could be more torturous? Pluck closed her 
eyes and wished for it to end. "How did you receive these?" Votar questioned her. He wondered 
if this was the injury she had spoken of. She didn't want to talk about the Post; she was too 
painfully embarrassed and so she didn't reply. Pluck kept her eyes closed and wished for all of it 
to be a nightmare. One of the guards moved to the other side of her, and he barked, "Answer the 
Duke or I'll make you answer!" Pluck jumped, startled by the guard's outburst and then she saw 
him move for his weapon. She glanced at Votar, and then she turned from him unable to face 
Votar as she whispered, "I received these because of fear." Her body trembled uncontrollably. 
How could he allow them to beat her? Was her crime so great that she deserved this? "I don't 
understand," Votar told her as he couldn't believe how many marks there were. There were scars 
atop of scars. "My people feared me because | look like a Necrom; they feared me because of 


this cursed form," Pluck answered, then she found the courage to look into his citron eyes, and 
she told him, "Just like you fear me because | am of Man. Just like you hate me because my blood 
is red." A tear trickled down her cheek as she questioned him, "How can you let them hurt me? 
What did | do?" She glared at him as she said, "I told you to forget about me. | didn't tell you to 
fall in..." Pluck stopped herself from uttering what had become a taboo word between them. 
Pluck knew she lashed out and that her anger wouldn't save her, so she turned from him, faced 
the bench, and said, "Let's get this over with." Her words struck him hard, and Votar reconsidered 
his decision as he stepped away from her. Was he right in his verdict? Could he stop this before 
they delivered a second scourging to Pluck's already mutilated back? He had to save her. He had 
to... Votar shook his head as if breaking a spell upon him. Her power was bewitching him again, 
and he couldn't yield to his passion brought on by a seductive charm. Votar ordered the guard, 
"Proceed." His insensitivity, hostility, and intense animosity towards her crushed Pluck and a soft 
sob left her lips. First Edward betrayed her by giving away the Kiss and then again when he 
allowed Avarice to flog her, and now Votar betrayed her. Would she always be hurt by the one 
she loved? The guard with the whip lifted it to strike the first blow. Pluck tensed as she heard the 
courtroom fall to silence, and then she closed her eyes as Votar turned away from her. Again she 
was left alone to endure the sting of hatred. Votar walked away from her. It sickened him, 
knowing what would happen, and he couldn't bear to watch. Kabal grinned as did Gamemnon 
but they each did for different reasons. She wouldn't have some Woman move in on her brother 
without Pluck experiencing pain, and the Duke of Torlawn's vision of the future wouldn't be 
stopped now that Votar had decided to punish Pluck. The guard with the whip threw his hand 
forward. Nirva grabbed the guard's wrist just in time and halted the flogging. Nirva declared, "This 
cannot be!" "What do you mean?" Votar questioned as Nirva's gall to interfere with the 
punishment outraged him. "It is stated in Archaic Law that a prisoner cannot receive the same 
punishment twice and if a prisoner is sentenced a second time to receive the same punishment, 
then it is as if they received it. By this law, Pluck must be released." The Necroms in the crowd 
booed and stirred as if they would surge forward and take Pluck themselves. "Clear the 
courtroom!" the Second Judge ordered. The guards forced the crowd outside. "Pluck must be 
released," Nirva repeated. Gamemnon's thunderous voice uttered, "No! We can't allow it to 
live." "Live?" Votar exclaimed as he turned to the Duke of Torlawn and questioned him, "What 
do you mean? You know the law. A death sentence can only be carried out if the verdict is 
unanimous." Gamemnon pulled him aside and spoke with him, "Yes, but who's to say the flogging 
doesn't kill her." Desperate to see his plans unfold, he gripped his friend's shoulder and told him, 
"Our forefathers demand we take retribution on its kind." "No!" Votar shouted as he smacked 
his hand away. He glared at the Duke of Torlawn and then Votar stated, "Your values concern 
me, my friend." He turned to the Advisor and inquired of him, "Do you speak true of the law?" "I 
do," Nirva replied, then he pointed to Pluck, and declared, "She must be released, and she must 
be free to leave and join her people." Votar turned to Pluck as a sense of relief swept over him, 
and then he ordered his guard, "Release the Woman and escort her to the edge of Shangra." He 
motioned for his Advisor to follow him out as he added another command, "If anyone interferes 
with Pluck's release, they will be executed on sight." Cordon replied, "Yes, Duke." Nirva walked 
along side Votar as he exited the courtroom. "Make arrangements," Votar started, and then he 
ordered, "We head for Caldron as soon as possible." "There is something | must tell you first," 
Nirva told him as they entered the hallway. Back inside the courtroom, Cordon and his guards 


escorted Pluck out and then Cordon ordered his guards to keep the angry crowds of Necroms 
back as he took her to the edge of Shangra. His guards rushed ahead of them and barred the 
Necroms from coming close to Pluck and within a nal, they had left the city. On the path leading 
into the Rocky Hills, Cordon unshackled her. "If | was you," the captain began. "I would find your 
people and leave Wellspring as soon as possible. Votar has ordered me to kill Man on sight if we 
see them again so tell your people." Cordon motioned for the few guards that came with them 
to follow him back as he added, "I wouldn't stay too long in that spot." Pluck stood alone as she 
looked across the mountains. Much had happened in the last two nals, but it was all a blur in her 
mind. She felt numb and conflicted inside, and she didn't understand all that had transpired. A 
cool wind brushed across her exposed back and it told her this was her fate. She would always 
be alone in two worlds. She muttered, "They could have at least given me a new shirt." Pluck 
reached back and managed to tie the two ends of her shirt together, so they didn't dangle and 
closed her shirt somewhat. She still felt the wind on her old scars and the new ones forming on 
her heart. Pluck wrapped her arms around herself and started down the path into the Rocky Hills. 


Chapter Eight 
The King Comes To Shangra 


Zung flew out of the Judgment Ring and entered the Commons from the Bell Tower's Bridge. 
He knew deep in his heart that he shouldn't have left. He should have stayed with Pluck. Zung 
turned to fly back across the bridge when a voice made him pause. "Zung of the KellyZings..." He 
turned and his face brightened as he uttered, "King Solom." The leader of the Necroms sat in a 
Howdah atop a Draka as the orange and yellow salamander like beast stomped its six legs. Three 
more DraKas surrounded Solom with two dozen Caldron Guards. Zung zipped up to the Howdah 
as he questioned, "Did you receive my message? They have sentenced Pluck to be whipped." The 
King was horrified by the news, and he stated, "I sent word to Votar to delay the proceedings till 
| arrived." "Quickly, we must stop them," Zung exclaimed as he flew ahead. Solom's DraKa 
followed across the Bell Tower's Bridge and sometime later, the KellyZing burst into the 
courtroom, but it was nearly empty. The Third Judge made his way out. "What happened?" Zung 
asked him. "The Woman was released to return to her people by some Archaic Law I never heard 
of." "Pluck's gone?" Zung uttered. The Third Judge answered, "She should be at the edge of 
Shangra by now." Zung hurried out to the King, and then he informed him, "They released Pluck. 
Should | go after her?" "No," Solom replied and then he said, "No words or apologies will bring 
her back, not after what we put her through." He made a fist, coughed, and then continued, "I 
should have done more. | should have de- manded Man's release." The King rubbed his chest for 
it hurt, and then he stated, "I believe we've lost Wellspring's salvation." 


x k * 
Votar entered his estate's dining room and then demanded of his Advisor, "Now tell me what 


was so important." Nirva held up the letter and explained to him, "The King wanted you to delay 
the proceedings till he arrived." "Solom is coming here?" Votar exclaimed, and then he paced his 


dinning room. "The King hasn't been out of Caldron since he fell ill. What is so important about 
Pluck? Is her spell so powerful?" Nirva unrolled the gnote as he told the Duke, "The letter does 
tell." "Tell what?" Votar demanded. "Why Pluck is so important." "Well, are you going to tell 
me?" "I will," Solom interrupted as he walked up to them with his escort and the KellyZing. "My 
King?" Votar uttered and then he motioned for him to take a seat by the fire. "You must have 
ridden all night." Once he sat, Votar demanded, "What is so important?" Solom looked to Nirva 
then to Votar and questioned him, "Did you read my letter?" "No," Votar answered as he felt like 
a scolded child before the King. He asked, "Has this Woman bewitched you too?" Solom sighed, 
and then he inquired of the Duke, "Haven't you been watching for the signs like | taught 
you?" "Signs?" Votar questioned as he sat across from the King, and then he inquired, "What are 
you talking about?" Solom lifted his cold hands and warmed them by the heat of the flame, and 
then he said, "Quote the first section of the prophecy that is at Caldron." "You mean of the 
Serviatrix?" He asked, "What does that have to do...""Humor an old Necrom," Solom 
ordered. Votar spoke, "At the dawn of Man's return the Serviatrix will appear. A Warrior of High. 
A Necrom not born a Necrom. One alone in two worlds. You will know the Serviatrix for the 
Serviatrix will have hair like the Fire Lion and a tail..." Votar stopped, and then he spoke the line 
again, "You will know the Serviatrix for the Serviatrix will have a TAIL..." He repeated the words 
in his mind and then he questioned, "Are you telling me Pluck is the Serviatrix?" "I believe she 
is," Solom answered. "It all fits," Zung told him as he fluttered around the room with his butterfly 
wings. "At the dawn of Man's return, the Serviatrix will appear. Pluck came to Wellspring with 
Man." "She is a High Guard..." Nirva said. "A warrior of high." "She looks like a Necrom but was 
born Man," Solom told him, and then he stated, "Pluck has met all of Caldron's prophecy." Votar 
stood, repeating in his mind, "One alone in two worlds. One alone in two worlds." He turned 
to the King and inquired of him, fearing Solom's answer, "Her being the Serviatrix, is this why | 
am drawn to her?" "Perhaps or maybe there's another kind of magic between you," Solom spoke, 
and then he added, "The kind that comes between a male and a female." The King paused and 
then he stated, "I realized when you two came to Caldron there seemed to be a special bond 
between the two of you. What kind of connection is it?" He shrugged, and then he answered, "I 
don't know, but Pluck never bewitched you." "The bond we used to have you mean," Votar said 
as he stared at the fire. "I broke that bond this sun's cycle." Solom told him, "Yes, | heard. What 
were you punishing her for?" Votar despondently gazed at the flickering flames as the cold 
emptiness he felt, shielded him from the fire's warmth. He remembered the night before the 
Walk of the Gauntlet. He and Pluck stood on his terrace, staring at the night, watching the moons' 
light glimmer off the Aqua Falls. She sighed after he had declared his affections. 


Pluck asked, "What if you found out something horrible about me? Could you still love 
me?" "What sort of thing? Like you're Man?" he had said jokingly. Her face had shown shock and 
then it became serious as she questioned, "Why not?" Votar had folded his arms and told her, 
"That's not a fair question." "No, but answer it." He had snarled, shouting to the heavens as he 
declared, "I'll never stop hating Man, so how could I love..." Pluck's eyes had displayed her great 
disappointment. "Not the answer you were hoping for?" Votar had asked her, then lifted her chin, 
and said, "Then you shouldn't have asked. Let's put it aside and let nothing get in our way. | could 
be King then you would be Queen. What could separate us?" 


Her answer now crushed him as Votar looked to the King ashamed, and he answered Solom, "She 
was being punished for our hatred... my hatred." Solom didn't know what to say. His 
unwillingness to protect Pluck's people may have doomed the Necroms and all of 
Wellspring. Votar made his way out to the terrace to be alone and stared at the mountains 
surrounding Shangra. What had he done? He had found love again and destroyed it. He slammed 
his fists on the terrace's wall. Votar had lost Pluck, his soul mate, his love... and for what? A hatred 
so old no one remembered the reasoning behind it. Could Pluck ever forgive him? He looked out 
across his city. What about his people? What end had he condemned them to? 


Chapter Nine 
Battle Group At MayPah 


Night fell over the Rocky Hills of ConJah as Pluck continued walking till the moons were high 
over her head in the cloudless sky. She started a fire and caught a few nals of sleep, before rising 
and following her people's trail. Twilight broke as a family of Hill Goats ran across the jagged 
surface, and Pluck paused, hearing horses approach in the distance, and then from the Forgotten 
Jungle at the edge of the rocky terrain, a green shimmering light emerged. It zoomed toward 
her. "Pluck!" Zenba shouted as she wrapped her four translucent jade arms around her neck. 
"You're all right. We thought we'd have to rescue you." It warmed Pluck's heart to have a friend 
greet her with such affection, and she stroked two of her fingers down the female KellyZing's soft 
green hair. Pluck said, "Yes, | was freed." She looked to the jungle, saw the figure of a High Guard 
ride out bringing another horse, and she questioned, "Who is with you?" "Melee," Zenba replied 
as she moved and hovered in front of her face. "It's horrible," Zenba began as tears filled the 
KellyZing's teal eyes. "You must hurry." "What is it?" Pluck asked in a panic. "Has something 
happened to Edward?" Melee halted his horse, and the steed snorted. Melee uttered, "Avarice 
and Lord Caliber ambushed our group, killing a tenth of our soldiers." He paused a moment to 
catch his breath, and then he stated, "They have Commery's army supporting them." Melee 
handed her the reins of the second horse as he continued, "They divided our forces. Vim 
retreated the group | was in further into the jungle, and Ardor had no choice but to move his 
forces along with our prince to the beach then onto a boulder covered hill with a cave. "Do you 
know how Ardor and Edward's men fair?" Pluck inquired as she mounted the horse. Melee turned 
his steed toward the jungle as he replied, "Commery's army has boxed them in. | don't think they 
can hold them off much longer." He held out the Lux in its scabbard as he said, "Here." Pluck took 
the weapon, strapping it to her back. He reined his horse as he told her, "We need the power of 
your sword if we are to save our prince. The Mystic Rose has done nothing to protect him." Melee 
kicked his horse into a gallop, and she followed. Zenba flew ahead, guiding them through 
the Forgotten Jungle as they pressed their horses for a nal. Pluck heard the sounds of battle in 
the distance; the shouts of war, the rain of arrows, the screams of horses, the clashing of swords, 
and the cries of those who fell. The KellyZing led them to Vim's forces at the edge of the jungle 
as a group of Commery's Footsoldiers charged across the beach. Fletching Archers and Morgog 
Bowmen opened fire on the approaching horde, and many of Commery's soldiers fell. "Hold!" 


Vim commanded the others. "Hold! Archers... Bowmen... Fire!" Another barrage of arrows flew, 
and men screamed in pain as the steel tips struck their bodies. "Charge!" Vim ordered as anyone 
with a blade rushed upon the remaining enemy. Sailors fought as valiantly as the warriors. The 
smell of the sea mingled with the stench of sweat and death. Commery's Second ordered a 
withdrawal, and their soldiers retreated down the beach. Vim led his group back into the jungle, 
and Pluck moved to his side. "How does Ardor's group fare? How is the Prince?" she asked, 
looking across the sand. Far down the beach and about fifteen mites away, Commery's main 
group surrounded the boulder covered hill. Catapults launched rocks at their sieged half. Princess 
Virago and Lady Flaxen emerged from hiding with their escort and approached Pluck and 
the others as Virago answered, "We have no news." "None of our runners have made it through 
their lines," Vim said. "For all we know, they're all dead." "Do not say such a thing," Princess 
Virago snapped. "They are fine. Edward has to be fine." Zenba touched Pluck's furry face to get 
her attention, and then she told her, "I will fly back to my homeland and if the Creator is with me, 
I'll find help and come back." "Stay safe," Pluck said as the KellyZing flew off, and then she 
shouted after her, "May the Creator watch over you." Fracas made his way to them and then he 
stated, "The Archers and Bowmen are nearly out of arrows. We shall not be able to hold this 
ground for much longer." "Remove the arrows from the dead," Vim commanded the men. Fracas 
told him, "Commery's archers shall pick us off. We cannot..." "Quiet!" Pluck shouted as she lifted 
her hand to silence him. She told them, "Something's moving this way." A great rumbling moved 
across the beach as twenty Commery soldiers came their way. Ten per side pulled large ropes, 
moving a huge wooden platform. A ballista, which was a giant crossbow with a cut tree as a dart, 
rolled toward them on six spiked wheels. The soldiers halted the artillery's progression, poured 
oil over rags covering the dart, and then they ignited it with a torch. "Pull back!" Vim ordered. 
"They shall set the jungle ablaze. We need to..." The Lux on Pluck's back lifted from its scabbard, 
unsheathing itself as those around her cringed fearful of what the weapon would do. The blade 
pulsed, glowing lightning white and hovered over Pluck's head, and then the sword flipped, 
floating down in front of her. She grabbed the steel hilt, knowing the Lux wanted her to take 
action. Pluck unstrapped the black leather scabbard from around her shoulder and handed it 
to Lady Flaxen. The hand and a half sword's power pulsed through Pluck as the ancient letters of 
its name that were engraved on the blade crackled with energy. Lux, the Lightning Sword... The 
weapon pulled her forward, and Pluck walked beyond the jungle to the beach. The odor of 
burning oil and salty dust kicked up by the ballista filled her throat and lungs. In the distance, the 
enemy's main army continued their assault of the hill where Ardor and Edward were. Commery 
soldiers climbed around the boulders, making their way to Ardor's forces. They wore 
green uniforms with a Yellow Four Horned Ram. One by one Ardor's Archers and Bowmen picked 
off Commery's advancing men. Pluck saw the hill and realized the Grand Commander wouldn't 
be able to hold them off much longer. Somehow they must reach Ardor and Edward. "It would 
seem you are alive as Lord Caliber said," the Commery Second shouted to her as he stood before 
her on the beach, wearing a gold helmet with a ram's head atop, ranking him highest of the 
lieu- tenants. The Commery Second told his men, "This is the Beast our allies spoke of!" He 
ordered them, "Do not fear it or its weapon. Our might is superior!" He lifted his sword which 
was a Ramshead Claymore to give the command to attack as he spoke, "It shall die here!" Pluck 
held the Lux up with both hands, and electricity crackled from the blade, drawing energy from the 
air as her fiery-crimson mane stood on end. Her emerald feline eyes glowed white as the sword's 


strength flowed through her. She roared like a charging Black Lion and chopped the sword, 
cutting the blade into the sand and a thunderous clap rang out as a ball of lightning that was 
larger than a man hurled from the Lux. The Commery Second ordered, "Fire!" Two men pulled 
on a large lever, and the flaming dart launched from the ballista, hitting the blue sphere of 
charged energy. The tree pierced the ball, moved to its center, and pushed the sphere back 
as flames lapped at the violent blue current. Pluck roared, refusing to let up her attack as the 
giant dart neared her side. She knew if she broke the link with the ball of electricity and 
relinquished her attack, the dart would strike the jungle and set it ablaze. She had to destroy it 
and the ballista. Pluck had to save Edward. She lifted the Lux from the sand as she gnashed her 
teeth, then Pluck squeezed the hilt with all her might, and shouted, "Press forward!" The dart 
slowed within the ball of lightning and broke apart as the blue current struck at its 
wooden surface. Thousands of splinters flew off till the tree was no more than embers. Pluck 
swiped the Lux, releasing her attack and hot ash fell to the sand, and then she turned her 
attention to the giant crossbow. Pluck raised the sword over her head and gathered energy; she 
gathered more than she had with her first attack. She chopped the sword, and another ball of 
lightning larger than the ballista rushed forth. The Commery Second ordered, "Fall back!" Before 
his men retreated, the sphere of charged energy overtook the giant crossbow, blowing 
the wooden structure apart. It sounded like a great flaming boulder fell from the sky and struck 
a mountain. The ballista shattered into hundreds of pieces as men screamed, thrown in all 
directions. Pluck heaved for the exertion as Vim and Melee joined her. Melee stared at the wake 
of destruction the sword left as he uttered, "By Fletching! Such power..." "Fires of Morgog!" Vim 
exclaimed as he couldn't believe the might of the sword. He looked across the carnage, then 
remembered the main group, and ordered, "Come, let us return to the cover of the jungle 
and plan our next move." "No, we must push forward while we have Commery's second group in 
retreat," Pluck told him, and then she ran after the fleeing men. Vim turned and looked upon 
Commery's main army, seeing their overwhelming numbers. Five thousand men stood ready for 
battle. He exclaimed, "We shall die this day." "Maybe not," Melee told him as he drew his rapier 
and main gauche. "Believe..." he said, and then he rushed after Pluck. "Believe in what?" Vim 
questioned as he turned to the jungle, mumbling, "Fools rush in..." He commanded his force, "To 
the hill!" Morgog and Fletching soldiers charged out of the jungle. Pluck and Melee caught up 
with those few Commery soldiers who survived the blast and cut them down. "Now blood covers 
my hands," Pluck spoke to herself as she pressed on. "I have taken life. How many more must | 
kill to save Edward?" She and Melee continued down the beach and came across Commery's back 
line, consisting mostly of archers and cavalry. If they continued running, they were only ten mites 
away from Edward's position, but Commery's main army blocked them. They started their assault 
on them. Commery's army had no idea they were being attacked from behind but then the back 
line scattered as Vim and the others ran up. Ahead of them, Pluck saw her objective and it was 
reaching Edward. He along with Ardor's forces hid among boulders as catapults rained rocks and 
arrows hailed from the sky. A few of Commery's soldiers continued to make their way through 
the maze of boulders. 


On the hill... 


"My lord, please retreat into the cave," Ardor told the Prince as the Grand Commander blocked 
an attack from a spearman with his rapier and then stabbed him with his main gauche. Ardor said 


as he ignored the pain in his back from the wound he received earlier from the archer assassin, 
"| don't know how much longer we can withstand them." "I shall stay with my men," Edward told 
him as he glanced down the hill at the advancing Commery army. "You need every man." Ardor 
looked up as the sky darkened, and then he shouted, "Arrows!" His men took cover within the 
boulders till the rain of wood and steel ceased. Behind them in the cave, Von the High Guard held 
the Mystic Rose. His orders were to guard it with his life and should Fletching and Morgog forces 
fall, he was to throw the flower into the sea. The petals' blue hue changed to purple then to red 
as the battle continued. The red deepened into crimson, and the Mystic Rose slightly opened as 
Von watched. He had never seen the Mystic Rose move; it had only changed colors. The old High 
Guard knew something was happening and prayed it would save his prince. Below the boulder 
covered hill, Pluck fought her way through Commery's army. Blood splattered her furry face and 
white shirt as her sword slashed through their lines. She felt the four ringed tattoos on her index 
finger throb. The Mystic Rose connected with her and showed her images of the battle on the 
hill. She continued fighting the enemy around her as these pictures rushed through her mind. 
First, Pluck saw Von in the cave holding the flower, next she witnessed the struggle from the 
point of view of the Mystic Rose, and then she saw it from the point of view of the Prince. She 
felt Edward's heart beating and experienced his fear and anger. Pluck saw two Commery soldiers 
charge around a boulder at her prince, and then she saw Ardor slash across one of them as the 
other lunge for Edward. The Prince evaded the soldier's attack and stabbed the man. The 
Commery fell to his knees, and Edward removed his blade from the soldier's stomach as an archer 
in full draw appeared. Pluck sensed Edward's body tighten as he stared at his death, and then 
the archer released the arrow, striking the Prince in the chest. Pluck shared his pain; she clasped 
her chest still swiping her sword at the enemy around her as Edward grabbed the shaft, stared 
at it, and fell back. Pluck felt the Prince's heart slow till it beat no more as tears ran down her 
face. In anguish, she roared, "Edward! No!" She ran to go to him but many blocked her path. "Out 
of my way!" Pluck screamed in anguish and went mad with determination, slicing and cutting any 
green shirt that stood in her way. "I must reach Edward!" Men fled her path, afraid of her savage 
fury as she screamed again, "Edward!" Inland from the battle, Lord Caliber, Avarice, and the 
Commery Commander sat on horses, watching the main army. The eight Morgogs who escaped 
with their commander and ten Commery soldiers guarded them. Lord Caliber inquired of the 
Commery Commander, "How long does it take to destroy a few mongrel Fletching and a handful 
of Morgog traitors?" "Patience..." the Commery Commander told him. He wore a gold helmet 
with a large Four Horned Ram atop. The Commery Commander explained, "The boulders block 
our advancement, so for the moment Ardor keeps us back." "They shall run out of arrows soon," 
Avarice stated as he stroked his gray-black sideburn that came to a point at his jaw. "And once 
that happens, the Commery Commander shall rush in his army and overwhelm them. For now, 
we bombard them with the catapults and arrows while sending in a few of our men." "By our 
men you mean my men, correct?" the Commery Commander questioned as he steadied 
his horse. "I don't see the few you brought attacking." Avarice snarled at him. Lord Caliber 
grabbed the Morgog Commander's arm, then he shook his head so Avarice would take no action, 
and then Lord Caliber spoke, "Tell us where you need them, Commander Salavice. What we 
have are yours to command." Salavice straightened so sure of his men as he stated, "They may 
stay by your side, my superior forces shall not need them." A Commery soldier approached them, 
stained by battle, and he yelled, "Commander!" "What is it?" Salavice asked. "A group of Morgogs 


and Fletching are attacking our back line." The three men turned in their saddles and looked up 
the beach. Green uniformed archers and mounted cavalry scattered as a small group of black 
armored men along with red caped, white shirt men attacked them. In the heat of the battle, 
they saw lightning striking at their forces, but it didn't come from the sky. "Pluck is here," Lord 
Caliber reported, and then he stated, "It seems the Necroms released her." He backed his horse 
up a bit as he told them, "If you do not turn your main force on the Beast, it shall destroy your 
army." "Are you mad?" Salavice asked him. He could tell Lord Caliber was afraid but still this Beast 
was only one being. Salavice questioned him, "Why do you want me to focus my main force on 
one? | shall send my Elite Troopers after the Beast, and they shall take care of it." He motioned 
to the ten men surrounding him, and they charged after the Beast. "Salavice, you should listen 
to Lord Caliber," Avarice warned. "The Beast possesses a magical sword." "A very powerful 
sword," Lord Caliber added. "Of which Pluck has yet to release its potential and if she does, she 
could wipe out your army with one blow. Listen to our counsel and command your main force to 
attack before it is too late." Salavice laughed and turned his attention to his Elite Troopers as they 
encircled the Beast. 


On the beach... 


Pluck's feline eyes glowed emerald with her feral rage as she cut down anyone wearing a green 
uniform that came near her. She paused, seeing ten men in gray uniforms surround her. Were 
they also Commery? Yes, the Yellow Four Horned Ram adorned their chest. They didn't carry the 
Claymore like the rest of Commery's army, but a four bladed battle ax. Each blade looked like a 
curved horn with a sharp edge, and the face of an angry ram decorated its center. It was a large 
deadly weapon. The Elite Troopers tightened their circle, drawing closer to the Beast. Pluck 
growled at them and scanned the crowd. No Morgogs or Fletchings were near. "You won't slow 
me down!" she screamed, raising the Lux as the blade glowed white, absorbing energy from the 
air, and then Pluck roared, swiping the sword in a complete circle. Lightning crackled outward 
and electrocuted the Elite Troopers and those Commery who were close, and they fell to the 
ground, twitching as the energy discharged from their bodies. Pluck continued to the hill in a 
frenzy. Lord Caliber turned on his horse and told the Commery Commander, "Might | suggest you 
listen to our counsel now?" Salavice gasped as his men were easily defeated, realizing how 
powerful the sword was and feared its retribution. Salavice turned to Lord Caliber and inquired 
of him, "What of your dark arts? Is there nothing you can do to counter the sword?" "My magic 
is not that powerful and besides, | am still weak from opening the portal within the Necrom's 
cell." "Pull back your forces from the Hill," Avarice instructed him. "Give the Beast a clear path 
and let your archers deal with it." "Archers?" Salavice looked across his army, and then he stated, 
"| positioned most of them in the back line. | believe they're all dead. | must call a retreat and 
regroup." Avarice grabbed the commander's green shirt, pulled him toward him, and then 
Avarice told him, "You shall do no such thing. Pull yourself together. If we fall back now, we may 
never corner the Prince again. Now..." He released the commander, and then he ordered him, 
"Call your men back from the path leading to the hill. You still have archers up front. Position 
them so they may fire upon the Beast." Salavice nodded, sending runners to his lieutenants, and 
Commery's forces pulled away from the path, allowing Pluck to continue unhindered. 


Chapter Ten 
The End 


Moments before on the hill... 


Edward fell back as the arrow struck his chest. "No!" Ardor screamed, throwing his main gauche, 
killing the Commery archer with the dagger. Ardor then yelled to those around them, "Help 
me!" Parry rushed to them, knelt by his lord, and others came to defend them as they tended to 
their prince. "Is he?" the Blond Ox asked. Ardor tore open the Prince's blue shirt, seeing the arrow 
struck Edward's gold medallion of a charging Black Elk. Blood trickled from beneath the round 
amulet as Ardor carefully removed the arrow, seeing the tip had only pierced the skin. The 
medallion saved the Prince. Edward opened his eyes and moaned, "Ah..." He saw the blood and 
questioned, "Am | dead?" "No my lord," Ardor answered. "By the grace of the Creator, you are 
still alive." He unclasped his red cape and handed it to the Prince as he glanced around at the 
battle, and then he told his Prince, "For howlong, | do not know. We are losing 
ground." "Commander!" Parry shouted as he pointed to the new wave of men advancing up the 
hill. "Take the Prince to the cave," Ardor ordered, getting to his feet. "No leave me here," Edward 
commanded them as he pressed the balled up cape to his wound. Parry glanced over a boulder, 
and then he stated, "Commery's forces are pulling back." "They have the advantage here! Why 
are they doing such a thing?" Ardor questioned, and then he saw Pluck making her way to them. 
Their enemy pulled out of her way as archers positioned themselves to strike. Ardor told the 
Prince, "Pluck's here." "She is?" Edward uttered as he sat up. "They're preparing to kill her," Ardor 
told him, knowing they could do nothing to save her. "No, she must not die," Edward declared as 
he looked to the cave, and then he ordered, "Quick, bring me the Mystic Rose." Parry returned 
with Von carrying the flower in its glass dome. The petals were crimson red, and the Mystic Rose 
beat as if it was a heart. The Prince dropped the cape, took the container, and then he 
peeked over a boulder. "You must do something," he pleaded with the Mystic Rose. "They shall 
kill Pluck." Blood trickled from his chest to his stomach as the Mystic Rose continued beating, 
ignoring his petition. Commery's archers lifted their bows. Desperation cracked from Edward's 
voice, as he said, "You chose her... put your mark on her..." The archers drew their strings. He 
shook the container, screaming at the flower, "Do something! Save her!" His blue eyes widened 
as the archers released, and their arrows struck her. Her body jerked as many arrows slammed 
into her chest, a few penetrated her arms and legs, and one pierced her neck. Her face wrinkled 
for the pain as she spat up blood. She struggled forward a few steps, collapsed, and gasped for 
air, stretching her left hand toward the hill. He heard her call to him, "Edward..." "Pluck!" the 
Prince screamed, trying to push his way through his men. "Let me go. She needs me!" Ardor 
grievously said, "My lord, you can do nothing for her. You can't save her..." He looked over 
his weary men as he added, "And no one can save us." "Edward..." she cried. "My Prince... My 
King..." Her hand fell and her eyes closed as blood pooled around her. "No!" Edward shouted, 
and then he turned to the Mystic Rose and questioned it, "What good are you? You let her 
die!" He threw the glass container down the hill, and it shattered on a boulder. Von rushed down 
the hill, knowing he had to save the flower. He couldn't let their enemy possess the Mystic Rose. 
Von ran between the boulders, searching for the flower, found it surrounded by broken glass, 


and returned with it. The Mystic Rose's crimson pigment dripped from the petals as though it 
was blood. The red tinge covered the stem and Von's glove, leaving the Mystic Rose's petals white 
and once they reached Edward, the Mystic Rose opened wider, lifted from Von's grasp, and 
hovered to the Prince. "What do you want from me?" Edward screamed at it, holding his 
wounded chest. "Why did you not save her? What do you want? Is it my blood?" He moved his 
hand from his chest, letting his life liquid drip on the white flower. The Mystic Rose rejected the 
offering, forcing the plasma to leave its petals. Edward col- lapsed to his knees and his face 
wrinkled with rage as he questioned it, "What do you want? If not my blood, what?" The Mystic 
Rose hovered down to his face. "| have nothing else to give. Do you want my life? Is that it?" 
Edward asked it, and then he removed his main gauche. Parry and Ardor grabbed his arm, forcing 
him to drop the dagger as Von glanced down the hill. "Grand Commander, Commery's forces are 
advancing up the hill." "Prepare to hold them back," Ardor ordered. "Take the Prince to the 
cave." "No!" Edward screamed as his eyes watered. "I shall die here." A tear trickled down his 
cheek and fell to the sand as he reached for his sword. "Pluck, | am sorry... | am sorry for what | 
put you through." Another tear trickled down his cheek and fell as he spoke, "You did so much 
for me and yet even as children, | could not tell you |... | love you." The Mystic Rose moved, 
catching the salty liquid, and the tear ran down into its core. It lifted into the air and spoke with 
a female's voice like a whispery breeze, "Remorse... Sorrow... The first step. Gratitude, Humility... 
Putting others before you and finally... Love." The Mystic Rose sighed, and then she said, 
"You have finally listened to your heart, and so the curse plaguing you has lifted." "There was a 
curse on me?" He looked up to the Mystic Rose, shook his head, and then told her, "Pluck is the 
one..." "She wasn't the only one, but your curse started long before you entered the Temple 
housing me. Your heart was hardened to your people. You saw them less than yourself instead 
of your equals." The Mystic Rose's voice sounded pleased as she spoke, "Now you see with new 
eyes. | part from you. May the curse never find you again." Edward stretched out his hand and 
pleaded, "No, wait! What about Pluck?" The Mystic Rose lifted, ignoring his question, then left 
the men and the hill, and flew over to her. As the Rose neared Pluck, the petals changed from 
white to silver, and the Rose hovered over top of her. The flower shook as hundreds of 
shimmering pollen shot up from the Mystic Rose and floated down, encircling Pluck and as the 
spores fell, they drew a glistening prism like curtain and formed a dome over her. 


In the ranks of Commery... 


The soldiers near Pluck cheered, they'd killed the wielder of the magic sword. They'd killed the 
Beast. The soldiers' sheathed their Ramshead Claymores, and the archers relaxed. Commery won 
the day. Lord Caliber, Avarice, and Salavice rode down as their soldiers forced Vim's group to 
surrender. The Fletchings and Morgogs dropped their weapons, knelt on the sand, and placed 
their hands on their heads. Avarice said, "Salavice, your men have done well." He looked across 
the beach as a group of Commery soldiers herded Princess Virago, Lady Flaxen, and their escort, 
and then Avarice stated, "The Beast is dead, so they no longer have the power of the Mystic 
Rose." He motioned up the beach as he said, "We have the Princess and so a claim to the 
Amalgamation." He looked to the hill and stated, "We need only kill the Prince and replace him 
with a Commery Royal." "Something is not right," Lord Caliber stated as his dark brown eyes 
narrowed; he looked to the flower and questioned, "Why has the Mystic Rose not chosen a new 
master? Why does it linger over the Beast?" He panicked as he exclaimed, "Why did it not die 


with Pluck?" He grabbed the Commery Commander's arm and told him, "Order your archers to 
shoot flaming arrows at the Mystic Rose. Do it quickly." Salavice laughed as he questioned, "Are 
you still afraid of that weed? | thought you said once the Beast was dead the Fletchings would 
lose the Mystic Rose's power." "I also said if we killed Pluck before breaking her bond with the 
Mystic Rose, the Mystic Rose would die too." Lord Caliber bore his bony fingers into the 
commander's arm as he squeezed it, then he pointed with his other hand, and inquired, "Does 
the flower look dead to you?" Salavice stared at the silver Mystic Rose and his eyes widened as 
he commanded, "Archers! Flaming arrows!" His men did as ordered, igniting the front of their 
special shafts. "Target the Rose," Salavice commanded, then lifted his Claymore, and ordered, 
"Fire!" The flaming arrows fell on their mark, but bounced off, repelled by the prism 
curtain. Avarice questioned, "What does it mean?" "I do not know," Lord Caliber admitted as he 
gripped the reins of his horse. "Perhaps the battle is not won." Ahead of them on the path cleared 
of men, the Beast's body lay motionless. Soldiers stirred and archers tensed, preparing to fire 
another round. The dust and smoke from the battle settled, letting the sun strike the prism 
curtain the Mystic Rose generated. Rainbow light flashed the Commery army, making 
them aware of the protective dome. 


On the hill... 


"What is happening?" Edward demanded as he leaned on a boulder, holding his chest. "Why 
have they not overrun our position?" Ardor told him, "I don't know." A light caught his eye and 
then Ardor exclaimed, "Look... Pluck." An unseen forced like a gentle and caring hand lifted 
Pluck's arm, and then the ringed black tattoos on her finger glowed bright silver, the same bright 
silver that saturated the petals of the Mystic Rose. A gentle breeze, generated by the curtain, 
swept over her torn white shirt. The two halves that were tied together, flapped and loosened 
the knot on her back that held the torn ends. The halves flapped till the ends came free. The silk 
material fluttered like wings till the wind died, and the shirt's halves fell, exposing Pluck's 
numerous scars. The Mystic Rose lowered itself, piercing her bare back with its stem, and the 
Mystic Rose transformed. It grew larger and became a silver tattoo, imprinting itself on her. 
Wherever the tattoo laid, her fur receded, revealing Pluck's human skin till all the fur on her back 
vanished. The Mystic Rose's glow faded as the silver petals turned to white and then to yellow, 
and its stem became green. Her scars blemished the tattoo. "Has the Mystic Rose taken away 
Pluck's curse?" Ardor asked. "Is it changing her into a woman?" "Pluck is dead," Parry pointed 
out, and then he questioned, "What good would it do for it to change her now?" Edward watched 
the astonishing occurrence, and then he stated, "No... that is not what is happening. Pluck is still 
a beast. By Fletching!" He uttered, "The Mystic Rose is..." 


In the ranks of Commery... 


"Call a retreat," Lord Caliber instructed the Commery Commander. "I shall do no such thing," 
Salavice told him as he steadied his horse after the bright lights frightened it. "Listen to our 
advice," Avarice spoke as he motioned for his Morgog guards to follow him as he left and rode 
across the beach. "Where is he going?" Salavice asked, and then he shouted after him, 
"Coward!" "Where you should be going," Lord Caliber told him, turned his horse, and followed 
the Morgog Commander as the eight Morgog soldiers ran after them on foot. "No! We have 
won," Salavice insisted as he ordered his men. "Chop up the Beast... Scatter its pieces across the 


sand, and | want the head of the Prince." The soldiers hesitated, fearing the magic they 
saw. "NOW!" Salavice ordered as his hazel eyes widened, wild with rage. His men drew their 
Ramshead Claymores, charging after their enemy, and they shouted as they ran, stirring up their 
courage. The prism curtain around the Beast faded as they neared. The yellow tattoo 
flower changed as blue magically bled on the tattoo color till the two hues blended completely 
together, turning the Mystic Rose solid green. A brilliant emerald light shot from the Beast's back, 
and the soldiers stopped, shielding their eyes, afraid of what would happen next. The arrows 
embedded in their enemy's body shot out as if released from a great bow. They flew backwards 
with such great force, the fletching, the feathered ends, struck some of Commery's soldiers. The 
men cried out, fell back, and grabbed at their wounds while a few fell dead. Many Commery 
soldiers cried out in fear as vine-green veins shot from the tattoo Mystic Rose's stem, branching 
down the Beast's legs, across her arms, and up her neck. The Mystic Rose pulsed, pumping a 
liquid into the Beast, till their enemy glowed green. Her limp body lifted till the Beast floated 
upright, and her toes were several hands above the sand. Her head sagged, and the Beast's arms 
and legs dangled, and with their function done, the vine-green veins receded into the Rose's 
stem. "Cut the Beast down!" Salavice screamed at the infantry, pointing to the archers behind 
them. "Or you'll die where you stand." The soldiers charged the Beast, lifting their swords to 
strike her down and shouted with all their might, determined to destroy their enemy. About one 
mite from their target, the Beast's head lifted, and her glowing green eyes flew open. Some of 
the soldiers stopped, afraid of what they saw, while the others continued their charge fearful of 
what their commander would do. 


Chapter Eleven 
Warmth And Light Penetrates The Void 


Cold... Dark... Blackness surrounded Pluck as she shivered. Where was she? Was she dead? If that 
was true, how could she feel? Warmth caressed her back, then the heat spread across her body, 
and light penetrated the void as she slowly opened her eyes, seeing Commery's infantry neared 
her. Was this Crell? Confusion racked her mind as Pluck was unsure where she was. She couldn't 
be dead. She felt the sun on her face. Pluck remembered arrows striking her body, the pain that 
followed, then she fell to the sand, her last glimpse of the hill, and then nothing. Why was she 
alive? A grievous thought hit her as hard as the arrows had. Edward... They had killed her Prince. 
She wept and then anger shook her body as Pluck snarled, looking for the Lux and noticed she 
floated and glowed. Pluck was powerless to reach the ground and her weapon. She spotted the 
Lux and desperately reached for the sword even though she knew she couldn't grasp it. 
Pluck stretched out her hand and thought about the sword, then the Lux glowed lightning white, 
and the hilt hurled into her palm as if someone had thrown it to her. Amazed by what just 
happened, she stared at the blade and at the blazing ancient lettering, and then filled with 
strength, she turned her attention to Commery. They charged at her shouting with their 
Claymores held high. Blood splattered their green uniforms and faces. Some looked weary of 
battle, others afraid, and some gnashed their teeth wild with rage. Pluck lifted the Lux with one 


hand, and the blade crackled with blue electrical current while the green glow from the Mystic 
Rose still surrounded her. Energy poured into the sword as it powered up, and she panicked for 
something was wrong. The Lux didn't draw strength from the air, it drew its energy from her, 
and she weakened, loosening her hold on the hilt. Commery soldiers were nearly upon her, so 
she couldn't give up. Pluck lifted her other hand and gripped the hilt as she told herself, "This 
may be my last attack before the sword renders me helpless. | must strike down as many as | 
can." Time seemed to slow for Pluck as her arms shook under the increasing weight of the 
weapon as a Commery neared her. She prepared to swipe the Lux and deliver her last attack 
when she lost her hold of the sword, and the hilt slipped from her grasp. Pluck grabbed for it and 
caught the pommel which was the ball end of the hilt with her fingertips. She glanced up and 
panicked as a Commery soldier barreled his Claymore down upon her. He struck her sword, and 
the Lux fell as an explosion of power knocked the soldier back. "NO!" she screamed, watching 
the blade stab the sand. Weary and powerless to move, Pluck bowed her head defeated. They 
had won. She could do noth... The beach beneath her shook, rumbling with a tremendous force 
as if a great power strained to explode from the earth. The soldier who knocked the sword from 
her hand was back on his feet but stopped his attack as did the rest of the infantry as the ground 
threatened to topple them. A lightning white ring appeared around the Lux and pulsed with great 
intensity. The circle slowly grew and as suddenly as it appeared, the ring shot forth like a circular 
wave. The giant ring rushed over the Commery army, leaving death in its wake, then Pluck saw 
the wave draw near Vim's group. "Run!" she screamed, but it was too late as the lightning white 
ring swept over them and the last of Commery's army. Pluck gasped. She'd killed everyone. The 
power keeping her afloat lowered her as the glow faded and Pluck noticed something, a 
horse walked by her. She looked across the battlefield and many horses wandered about without 
their rider's direction. Pluck looked to Vim's group as they all stood, looking at the dead Commery 
army around them. Relief beyond measure swept over her; she hadn't killed them. Pluck picked 
up her sword, then she went and leaned on a small boulder at the bottom of the hill. The sword 
had drained her, and she couldn't move any further. She stared at the sand. They had won, but 
Edward was dead. Pluck set her sword against the boulder, sat, and wept. 


x * * 


Princess Virago stood with her lady as tears streamed down their faces. The Princess couldn't 
fathom what had happened to them. What kind of power could have destroyed the Commery 
army yet spared them? She was afraid of Pluck, and she wasn't alone in her fears. "Fires of 
Morgog!" Vim exclaimed as he looked across the destruction. "Are we..?" "Yes," Melee told him 
as he put a hand to the Morgog's shoulder. "We are alive and victorious." Vim scratched his head 
and started to ask, "How..?" "Edward!" Virago yelled and ran for the hill as Flaxen and their escort 
followed. Flaxen passed Pluck, noticed the Beast Woman, then she paused, seeing her friend 
cried. Flaxen wanted to console her, but she was conflicted between who she should help, then 
duty won out, and she raced after her Princess. Virago lifted her red flare dress, running between 
the boulders and at the top, she found her beloved, and then Virago shouted, "You are alive!" 
She knelt and wrapped her arms around his neck as she stated, "I thought you were 
killed." Edward returned her embrace as he questioned her, "Are you all right?" She leaned back 
from him, wiped her eyes, and then she told him, "Bruised from head to toe, but | am fine." Virago 
looked into his dirty face, pushed his raven-black hair back, and then started, "I do 


not understand... What happened? Are we saved? Did we win?" He stood with her help and 
stared at the decimated army as he told her, "It is over for Commery." Edward turned to Ardor 
and commanded him, "Send out a patrol to find Avarice and Lord Caliber's group. | want them 
brought back for trial and if they don't come back willingly, kill them on the spot." "Yes, my lord, 
at once," Ardor replied, and then he motioned for Parry and Fracas to follow him. Melee came 
and stood by the Prince, retaking his position to guard him. Edward looked across the battlefield, 
and then he declared, "We do not need the Necroms to destroy us. We do a fine job on our own." 
He saw Pluck sitting beside a boulder at the bottom of the hill. Edward had witnessed everything 
the Mystic Rose had done to her and for her. He couldn't explain the joy he felt, knowing Pluck 
was alive. She deserved to know how he felt. Edward turned to the Princess and wondered 
about his wife. Could his heart belong to both? He told Virago as he started down the hill, "I need 
to go talk to Pluck. Please see to the men." Virago raised her hand to protest, but her lady 
interrupted her. "Princess..." Flaxen spoke as she gently grabbed her wrist. "Your husband needs 
to do this. Let him be. Come with me, there are many wounded we need to tend to." Virago 
resisted at first, but then she headed for the cave where they gathered the wounded. Flaxen 
watched Virago leave, and then she looked to Pluck. Flaxen knew this wouldn't end well for 
one of them, but which one? Virago or Pluck? She followed after her Princess and hurried up to 
the cave. Edward walked down the hill and motioned for Melee to stay back as he continued to 
Pluck. Her back was to him, and she didn't hear him approach as many went up and down the 
hill. Pluck was also consumed by grief and blocked out the world around her. The petals of the 
tattoo Mystic Rose which now resided on her back were blue. He heard Pluck weeping and 
stopped behind her and stared at her back, not at the Mystic Rose, but at the hundreds of scars; 
they were wounds he caused. He gave his wife the one thing that would end her curse. Edward 
promised Pluck the Kiss to her twice and then because he feared the Beast, she received the scars 
instead of her reward. What thanks or what compensation would make up for all she had 
endured for them? There was nothing more he could give her except what the Kiss intended to 
promise... his heart. Her cat ears twitched back, she lifted her face from her hands, then Pluck 
turned her head, and her countenance brightened as the tattoo Mystic Rose's petals changed 
from blue to yellow. All this time she had thought her prince was dead. Pluck stood to wrap her 
arms around him, then she remembered her place, and held in her true feelings. The burden of 
grief and loss fell from her as if she dropped a heavy pack, and she said, "They didn't kill 
you." "No, though they tried," he told her and then he motioned to the dried blood on his chest. 
"What about you?" he questioned, and then he started, "You were..." Edward decided not to 
mention her death or the events surrounding it, so instead, he told Pluck, "The Mystic Rose, she 
spoke to me." "She?" Pluck exclaimed, then she looked around, and asked, "Where is the Mystic 
Rose?" "You do not know?" Edward uttered, surprised she had no knowledge of what the flower 
did for her or did to her, but then he thought Pluck was dead for most of it. How would she know? 
He pointed to her and started to explain, "It is... The Mystic Rose is here. She imprinted herself 
on your back when she brought you back from..." "What?" Pluck interrupted him. She turned her 
head but couldn't see her back, so Pluck touched her shoulder, and felt no fur there; she felt only 
flesh. Pluck had forgotten how her skin felt. Edward glanced over the tattoo Mystic Rose, and he 
stated, "She is a Scarred Rose." Pluck turned, faced him, and questioned him, "What did you 
say?" "The tattoo on your back still shows your scars; the Mystic Rose is a Scarred Rose." Pluck 
realized her shirt was undone and that she was improperly dressed in front of her Prince. She felt 


her face blush under her fur as she grabbed the two ends of her shirt to tie them together; Pluck 
was selfconscious of her wounds and turned her back away from Edward. She tied the ends 
together as she remembered what Gamemnon had told her while she waited in the cell. He had 
mentioned a Scarred Rose. Had another prophecy of the Serviatrix been fulfilled? Was she the 
Serviatrix? Edward decided he must tell her how he truly felt before he lost his courage, so he 
grasped her shoulders and said, "Pluck, there is something | must tell you." He searched her face, 
wondering if she felt the same about him, and then he continued, "I have known it since we were 
children, but my breeding would not allow me to feel it. I... You see... |..." Pluck peered deep into 
his blue eyes and knew what he was about to do. Edward was going to confess his love for her. A 
great joy swept over her. He did love her as she loved him. Her heart pounded, threatening to 
burst through her chest. The declaration of his love was what she had waited for and yearned 
for. All the pain and heartache she had gone through in her life would be worth it once she 
received this reward from his heart. Pluck couldn't put into words the happiness she experienced 
in that moment, but then something drew her gaze to the hill as Virago watched them, and Pluck 
turned back to Edward. She considered the ramifications of his declaration if she allowed him to 
utter it. What if he did say he loved her? What would it change? She considered the dilemma. 
Could she allow it to happen? Didn't she have a responsibility to her Prince and the Fletching 
people? She heard him stumble over his words, and Pluck snapped, "You can't!" She stepped 
back from his grasp and then replied in a gentler tone, "So please don't say it. Don't say it." "Why 
are you telling me this?" he exclaimed as he couldn't believe what he heard. Edward started 
to say, "But I..." She put a finger to her lips and told him, "Shh... Please listen to me, my Prince. 
For so long, | have wanted to hear those words from you, but what good would they do now? | 
can't have you, nor will it end my curse." The tattoo Mystic Rose's petals returned to blue as Pluck 
motioned to the hill and questioned him, "Don't you love your wife? Do you want to hurt 
her?" Edward glanced at Virago, and then he answered, "No | don't want to hurt her, but still... 
You must know how | feel. | have to tell you." "Please, let this remain unsaid between us," she 
begged him. "I cannot. | refuse. It must be said. You must hear how I..." She turned her back to 
him and ordered him, "Return to your wife, your Queen. There's nothing | want from you." "No," 
he stated as he raised his hand to grab her shoulder and took a step toward her. "Pluck, I..." She 
turned as her beastly face wrinkled with rage and her emerald feline eyes flashed with 
anger. Pluck roared, "Leave me! | don't want what you have to offer!" Her action shocked Edward 
and made him afraid. His face paled, seeing the Beast, but he wouldn't let his fear stop him. 
Edward took a deep breath and told her, "But you must know." What could Pluck say to make 
him stop pursuing this? His declaration would only hurt everyone. She looked into his face, 
gathering a sense of hurt she had buried deep within herself, and she told him, "I want nothing 
to do with you. You made your choice long ago." Pluck knew those words weren't enough, so 
she yelled at him, "Can't you understand? | no longer love you! You gave your wife the only thing 
that would change me and that | can't forgive." She calmed herself, grabbed the Lux, and headed 
up the beach away from the hill as she yelled over her shoulder, "I hate you for what you did to 
me! Why would I want anything from you?" She couldn't forgive him and she hated him? Edward 
felt his whole world fall in around him. He bowed his head and went up the hill as Melee followed 
him. Pluck didn't once look back. She couldn't. She didn't want Edward to see her tears. 


Chapter Twelve 


Darkness Comes 


Kabal walked to the Cascades Terrace where the Duke of Shangra sat on a bench. The Northern 
Fall along with its brother and sister roared in the distance as rainbows bound from the mist in 
the high sun's light. Votar stared at the horizon as a wind whipped about his shoulder length 
platinum hair. "Do you still mope, my brother?" Kabal questioned him as she strolled to the edge 
of the balcony. She watched a flock of the white l-ues fly across the chasm, filling the air with a 
sweet aroma, and then she stated, "And on such a beautiful sun's cycle. Come with me and walk 
with me through your city." "No," he told her. His sister irritated him by disturbing his solitude. 
Why couldn't she leave him alone? "That Woman is gone!" Kabal snapped, and then she asked, 
"Why do you torment yourself? She has not once thought of you." "Yes, tell us why?" Gamemnon 
inquired as he joined the Duchess. "You had the power," he griped. "You never should have let 
the Woman go." "You're right," Votar told him as he stood and shook his head in regret, and then 
he muttered, "I had the power and look what | did with it." Votar looked to the space beside him 
on the bench where Pluck once sat. He had the power, so why did he choose to hurt Pluck? Why 
didn't he listened to his heart? "It isn't too late," the Duke of Torlawn insisted, and then he stated 
as if in command of Shangra, "Gather your City Guards and send them to MayPah Beach." He 
swiped his palm as he declared, "Wipe out Man!" "Gamemnon's right," Kabal spoke as she went 
to her brother and put a hand on his shoulder. "Man will return with more and another Great 
War will be fought. We must destroy them." Votar told her, "There is much we don't understand. 
Leave Man alone." He raised his voice and called, "Nirva... Cordon..." The Captain of the City 
Guards entered first and spoke, "Yes, my Duke." The Advisor entered next and questioned, 
"Votar, what is it?" "I'm making a proclamation. Man is to be protected. No citizen of Shangra is 
to hinder them from leaving and for the moment, MayPah's off limits." He turned to the captain 
and commanded him, "Inform your guards." He looked to his Advisor and instructed him, "Write 
up the decree. | want my insignia pressed on it within the nal." "As you ordered," Cordon said as 
he hit the bottom of his spear on the floor. "I take my leave." Nirva also left with his own duties 
to fulfill. "What are you doing?" Gamemnon demanded, and then he accused him, "Are you 
mad?" "No, only informed," Votar replied as he sat, and then he said, "Both of you please leave. 
| wish to be alone." "Fass!" Gamemnon cursed as he stormed out. Kabal leaned to her brother, 
kissed him on the cheek, and then told him, "The pain of love betrayed..." She left him to the roar 
of the falls as she added, "It won't hurt forever." Votar's face grew sadder as he thought of Pluck. 
What if he was the one who betrayed their love? How long would it hurt? 


x k * 


The Duke of Torlawn hurried to his DraKa convoy as Kabal rushed after him. "Gamemnon..." she 
called after him. He paused and allowed her to catch up to him. Kabal wrapped her arms around 
him, then stared into his blond face, and told him, "Don't let my brother's decision make you 
leave. Spend some more time with me." "What your brother said isn't the reason I'm leaving," he 
told her as he ran his fingers through her long platinum hair. Gamemnon said, "There is 
something | must do." "Allow me to go with you," she requested as she stroked his furry face. 


Kabal told him, "I wish to stay here as much as a Velum desires to be cooked in mushroom 
soup." He told her, "I'm sorry, but you can't come with me right now." Kabal pouted as she asked 
him, "Why is that?" Gamemnon lifted her black furry chin as he ignored her question, and then 
he told her, "I promise | will send for you within the next few sun's cycles. So..." He leaned in, 
kissed her, and then spoke, "Don't worry." Kabal smiled, she licked his lips in an affectionate 
tease, and then she stated, "I will be waiting, but not for long." "I should leave..." Gamemnon 
told her and then he started down the hall, holding her hand. "Come, see me off." Sometime 
later, they reached his DraKa, he climbed into the Howdah, and then Gamemnon said, "Keep an 
eye on your brother. His actions of late worry me." Kabal nodded and stated, "Stay safe and 
please... be cautious of the Roth." "Don't fret my dear Lady," Gamemnon spoke as he motioned 
to the guards on three other DraKas. He waved to her as the Femors played their flutes, and the 
DraKa convoy started on its way, and then he told her, "I'm in good hands." 


x k * 


King Solom motioned for his guards to stay as he walked to the Duke of Shangra on his terrace. 
Solom questioned him, "Are you still thinking of Pluck?" Votar nodded, and then he asked, "Why 
didn't | see the signs?" Solom sat beside him on the bench and explained to him, "It was because 
you weren't looking for them. But that isn't what you're torturing yourself over, is it?" "What do 
you mean?" "You still love her, don't you? Even if she is a Woman, you want her." Votar wouldn't 
admit it and stated, "No, it's over between us. Whatever we might have had it's gone." He then 
added, "That is if we had anything." "Is it?" Solom questioned with a grin. "Oh, to be young 
again. Votar stood and told the King, "I'll be no one's Degar, especially hers." "Do you really 
believe she made a fool of you?" Solom asked. "Do you honestly believe Pluck did this to you on 
purpose and that the feelings you shared were part of her plan?" The King shook his head and 
told him, "If you do, you don't deserve her." He stood to leave for there was nothing more he 
could tell the Duke in the state he was in. "Wait!" Votar yelled and then he turned his gaze to the 
horizon. He questioned the King, "What if she is the Serviatrix? No matter how | feel about her..." 
He turned to him and started, "What if..." Solom interrupted, "What if Pluck leaves and never 
returns to Wellspring?" There was a long pause as the King stared at the falls and at the city 
surrounding them, and then Solom finally replied, "May the Creator help us for Crell will swallow 
us up." 


x k * 


Gamemnon's DraKa convoy trekked the outskirts of Deluge toward his city Torlawn. The four 
large salamander like creatures with six legs sloshed across the muddy path. Their orange bellies 
and yellow backs blended in with the saffron, canary, and lemon vegetation. Gamemnon sat in 
the Howdah, contemplating all that had happened at the King's Castle and at Shangra. He 
remembered Votar had said there was much they didn't understand. Did Votar realize 
Pluck could be the Serviatrix? Gamemnon tapped his fingers on the seat. When he asked him if 
he was mad, Votar answered no and that he was only informed. Votar had to know, but how long 
did he know? Had Votar found Pluck guilty, knowing she could possibly be the Serviatrix? He 
didn't know. Gamemnon wasn't sure Pluck was the one? The head DraKa halted, startled by 
movement in the rainforest. Frightened by what it sensed, the DraKa's red external gills flared 
out like feathery fans as the Aviatrix played her flute to calm the animal. A Roth rushed the 


convoy from the yellow vegetation and leaped to Gamemnon's Howdah before any of his guards 
could react. His guards stood on the other DraKas helpless to protect their Duke as the 
frightened salamander creatures screeched. Gamemnon's feline eyes widened as the wolf-sloth 
slunk toward him in his hunting march. He smelled the Roth's foul stench reeking of death as the 
wolf-sloth raised his three fingered hand with oversized claws. The Roth growled and swiped his 
claws for Gamemnon. He missed the Duke. "You!" the Roth yelled as he pointed at the Duke and 
questioned him, "Why haven't | heard from you?" "Many things have happened," Gamemnon 
answered as he sneered at him. "I didn't have the opportunity to send word." The wolf-sloth 
turned to the three DraKas full of guards, then back to the Duke, and asked, "Are we free to 
speak?" Gamemnon glanced at his startled guards, and then he replied, "Yes, these are loyal to 
me." The Roth peered at the panicked Aviatrixes and asked, "What about them?" "They also are 
loyal to me," Gamemnon answered as he calmed himself from his earlier start, and then he 
questioned, "Has Malodor sent you?" "Yes, my King sent me," the Roth replied as his dark eyes 
narrowed. "The King of the Roth is unhappy and so, I'm unhappy." "Why are you unhappy?" 
Gamemnon demanded, and then he stated, "| handed Duke Nehem into his hands." He shook his 
head as he spoke, "As for Votar... It isn't my fault one of you couldn't defeat a Woman with an 
enchanted sword. The Duke of Shangra should be dead and my succession to the throne of 
the Necroms secured." "Woman, you say?" the Roth inquired as he eyed the Duke suspiciously. 
"I thought..." "You thought wrong," Gamemnon interrupted him, and then he told him, "Inform 
King Malodor, Man has returned to Wellspring. For whatever reason he decided to support my 
coup, there may be a problem. There are signs that the Serviatrix has come." The Roth smirked 
and said in almost a laugh, "You are speaking of that Necrom myth. Why does your kind believe 
in such fantasy?" "Mock us, but be warned..." Gamemnon told him and then he stated, "We 
thought Man was a myth, and yet they stand on MayPah Beach." The wolf-sloth tilted his head, 
thinking and then he said, "I will inform Malodor." He growled and started to leave, but then 
paused and inquired, "What of my kin that was captured by Votar?" "He took his own life before 
King Solom's guards interrogated him," the Duke replied, and then he added, "He did your race 
proud." The Roth glared at Gamemnon, leaped from the Howdah, and ran into the yellow 
rainforest. The head Aviatrix looked to the Duke for instructions. Gamemnon waved her on as he 
commanded her, "Continue to Torlawn. There are many preparations to be made before | call for 
Kabal and if | can convince her to join my cause, there'll be no power on Terra that can stop me." 


Chapter Thirteen 


Farewell to Wellspring 


The sun started its descent over MayPah Beach, casting an amber glow as the blue-green ocean 
lapped at the white beach. Four Commery ships anchored in the distance. The crews that had 
been left to guard them quickly fell to Fletching and Morgog boarding parties. Long boats rowed 
back and forth, supplying the ships for their long voyage with the spoils from Commery's 
defeated army. Sailors and soldiers paused from their work and looked to the jungle, distracted 
by a faint sound of chiming. The ringing grew till it was the thunderous roar of hundreds of little 


bells, and a green glow overtook the dark jungle. High Guards and Sentinels readied their 
weapons. What new menace was befalling them? A single ball of green light flew out of the 
jungle, and she yelled, "Commander Ardor!" Zenba halted, hovered in place, and looked over the 
faces of Man, and then she yelled again, "Commander Ardor!" "Here!" he shouted and stepped 
forward with Vim, Fracas, Parry, and Sinew by his side. Ardor ordered his men, "Sheathe and stow 
your weapons for these are the KellyZings, our friends." High Guards and Sentinels did as 
commanded. Zenba flew to the Grand Commander and looked to the rocky hill in the distance at 
the bodies of the Commery Army. She spoke, "I see our rescue has come a little late." He looked 
to the others of her kind, and then he stated, "There are many of you but even so, what could 
you..?" She interrupted him by saying, "We are a more formidable force than we look." Zenba 
glanced over the Fletchings and Morgogs, but she didn't see Pluck and inquired, "How did your 
people fare?" "We lost forty in an ambush, twelve fell during the battle, and more than twenty 
are wounded." "What of your Prince and Princess?" "They are safe and well," Ardor told her and 
noticed she continued searching the beach. He told her, "Pluck is well also." "Thank the Creator," 
Zenba uttered, and then she asked, "Where is she?" "There..." Ardor replied as he pointed to a 
single boulder at the water's edge. He told her, "She has been there since the battle's end." A 
male KellyZing flew from the jungle to Zenba. "Inform the others the danger is passed," Zenba 
told him. "They may return home. Have five stay behind and also send a messenger to Shangra 
and find Zung and inform him Man is safe." The KellyZing nodded and flew back to the others. 
Zenba headed for Pluck. Vim turned to the Grand Commander and spoke, "As | was saying, the 
fifth Commery ship is nowhere to be found. | believe Avarice and Lord Caliber fled in it before the 
battle's end." Edward approached them and told them, "We shall keep an eye out for them. | do 
not believe they are done with us." Virago was with him, and she spoke, "I agree. Lord Caliber 
was never one to quit on something. They shall again try to stop us from claiming the 
Amalgamation." "Are we nearly ready to leave this wretched place?" Edward asked. "Yes," Fracas 
answered. He'd been placed in charge of the preparations, and he told his Prince, "It's time to 
board the ships." Edward nodded, then he with the others made their way to the long boat, and 
then he paused and looked to Pluck. They hadn't spoken since she rejected his love. He was glad 
there would be time on the voyage to mend their relationship. "Pluck!" he shouted to her. "It is 
time to leave." 


Earlier, when the KellyZing had flown to the Beast Woman... 


"Pluck!" Zenba cried out as she fluttered as fast as she could to her friend, hugged her furry 
cheek, and hovered in front of Pluck. The KellyZing noticed her sorrow filled look and questioned 
her, "What's wrong? You won." "Did I?" Pluck asked as she glanced at her Prince. She stated, "I 
gained nothing | wanted. Actually..." She laughed to herself as she said, "I rejected a possible 
future with Edward." "Why would you do that? | thought you loved him.""I do, but... 
something..." Pluck spoke, then she thought about Votar, and said, "Someone... | don't know. | 
just couldn't. What kind of future could we have? And what about the Princess? The 
Amalgamation? He couldn't give them up, nor could | ask him to. So what is there for me?" "Oh, 
Pluck..." Zenba started, and then she diverted her eyes as she collected her thoughts. She 
finally replied, "I... | don't know what to say." A male KellyZing flew up to them, carrying white 
material. Zenba nodded her thanks to him, and he left, after giving her the silky shirt. Zenba told 
Pluck, "Way'Poc sent this for you." Pluck thought of the Mud People as she took the shirt, and 


then she said, "Tell Day'Poc's wife I'm grateful." She turned from the KellyZing and those on the 
beach, removed her torn shirt, pulled on the new one, and buttoned it in the front and as she 
did, Zenba saw her tattooed Mystic Rose. "What is that? How did it..?" Zenba started. She told 
her, "It's a long story; one | don't wish to tell." "Pluck!" Edward yelled. "It is time to leave." Zenba 
frowned, knowing her friend the Serviatrix would never return. She told Pluck, "I wish there was 
something | could say to make you stay. We need you." They needed her? Needed her... The 
tattooed Mystic Rose pulsed, beaming its light through her shirt as the petals' color cycled 
through the rainbow. "A light," Zenba uttered, mesmerized by the many hues. "It's coming from 
your back." Pluck closed her eyes, listening to the breeze, wondering why the Mystic Rose chose 
to merge with her... to save her. The Mystic Rose pounded like a heart, drowning out the sounds 
of the beach. Familiar voices replaced the cry of Gray Gulls and the lapping of the tide. They spoke 
in her mind like flashes of memory. 


First King Solom spoke, "We believe you're the one mentioned in a prophecy about a Necrom no 
t born a Necrom who would have a tail. | must know there is hope for my people before | pass 
on." Hope? Pluck thought, looking at her calloused hands. Could she be anyone's 
hope? Next Zenba read, "At the dawn of Man's return, the Serviatrix will appear. A Warrior of H 
igh. A Necrom not born a Necrom. One alone in two worlds. You will know the Serviatrix for the 
Serviatrix will have hair like the Fire Lion and a tail, but the tail will be lost." Pluck grabbed her 
tail, stroked it, and remembered the pain of its loss and the joy of its return as the voice 
continued. "Be vigilant of Array and Auror for on the eve when the Lesser is Greater the sign will 
return," Zenba had saidand then she continued, "A great darkness will come, consuming 
Wellspring's light. The Serviatrix will bridge the gap, uniting the land, and from this unity will come 
victory." 


Unity? Pluck wondered who the Serviatrix was to 
unite. Gamemnon spoke last, "The King's castle is only one of five places that holds the prophec 
y of the Serviatrix. Caldron houses the first and there are four other parts. How does one of the 
lines go? Ah... yes... This daughter of a King bears a Scarred Rose." He had asked her, "Do you 
possess a rose anywhere on your body? Perhaps you have a pendant or a tattoo somewhere." 


The voices faded, giving way to the roar of the ocean as Pluck opened her emerald feline eyes. 
The Mystic Rose slowed its pulsing, and its glow faded. Pluck realized much of the prophecy had 
come true. What of the rest? What about the line about a daughter of a King? How could that be 
about her? She looked to the horizon as the sun set on the ocean and cast an amber glow. The 
Mystic Rose ceased beating. What if she was the Serviatrix? Pluck continued in her thoughts. 
Could she turn her back on Wellspring? What if there was a purpose to her cursed life? She looked 
to the ships. What of her responsibilities to her Prince? She shook her head, ridding herself of 
those thoughts, and then she told Zenba, "Come, Edward is waiting." Halfway to the boat, Zenba 
halted, and then she stated, "I guess this is where we say goodbye. | pray the Creator watches 
over you." Pluck turned to say something, but didn't and continued alone to the longboat. Zenba 
hovered in place stunned. Wasn't her friend going to say goodbye to her? Did Pluck hate 
everything about Wellspring, even her? Pluck walked to the stern of the longboat and placed her 
hands on it. "Good... Now everyone is accounted for," Edward stated as he glanced at the jungle 
and at the beach. "Let us leave this wretched place. Let us shake the sand from our boots and 


never look upon Wellspring again." "Aye..." one of the sailors said. "Cursed be the sun's cycle we 
found her and blessed be the sun's cycle we left her." The Prince helped Virago into the boat as 
everyone, but Ardor, Melee, and the Beast Woman got in. "Pluck, get in so they can push us off," 
Edward commanded. "I can't," she told him as she took a few steps back. "I'm not going." "What 
do you mean?" Edward uttered as he stood, and the boat slightly rocked with his 
movements. "Do as the Prince commands," Ardor ordered. "No, | don't belong in your world," 
Pluck told them. "I've decided to stay on Wellspring and search for my destiny." "You do not 
belong here," Edward insisted, stretching out his hand. "Come with me. There is so much that 
has not been said." Pluck stared into his determined face, wondering if she'd ever see him again. 
She told him, "I lied to you before. | have forgiven you, and | don't hate you. I... I love you." "Then 
come," Edward said. She continued, "I love you more than you'll ever know, but our story must 
end here. You must start a new saga as | must search for a reason for my existence. Understand... 
this place needs me. I'm finally seeing it." "I need you," Edward told her, then he turned to Ardor 
and Melee, and commanded them, "Put her in the boat." They turned, and Pluck grabbed the 
Lux's hilt as she threatened, "For once, disobey your Prince." She pleaded with them, "What life 
do | have with Man? Here at least..." She looked to Zenba and said, "There are those who accept 
me for what | am. Now cast off... Kismet is waiting." Ardor nodded and ordered, "Push, 
Melee." He and the Grand Commander shoved the longboat into the water. "No!" Edward 
commanded, moving to the stern. "Return me to shore." Pluck turned, facing the jungle. Zenba 
flew to her and asked her, "What are you doing? | thought..." "There are things | must find out," 
Pluck told her as she looked over her shoulder to Edward. "I'm just afraid." Zenba didn't 
understand and questioned her friend, "Afraid of what?" "I am afraid that danger awaits Edward 
and the others on Kismet. | pray the Creator watches over them and that | have made the right 
decision." The High Guards rowed the longboat to Edward's ship. Pluck turned, walking into the 
jungle. Zenba followed as she inquired, "What now?" "We search for the other four places that 
hold the Serviatrix Prophecies." "We?" the KellyZing questioned. "Yes," Pluck told her. "You were 
the one who wanted me to stay." Twilight crept over the jungle, and Pluck stated, "I want to know 
more about the Serviatrix and if | am the one. Maybe find my place in this world." 


The End 
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